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    This single-author collection presents Sabine Baring-Gould's investigations into some of the best-known medieval legends, gathered under the title Curious Myths of the Middle Ages. It offers a coherent suite of his studies on belief, rumor, and tradition, bringing together the essays listed here as a representative sequence. The purpose is not to furnish imaginative retellings but to examine how each story arose, traveled, and was adapted across languages and centuries. Readers encounter a guide who sifts chronicles, sermons, travelogues, and antiquarian notices to trace the growth of tales that once shaped devotion, curiosity, and communal memory throughout Europe and beyond.

The volume is comprised entirely of essays - works of historical, folkloric, and comparative inquiry rather than fiction. Baring-Gould assembles witnesses from medieval chronicles, theological compilations, travel narratives, and early modern miscellanies, then places them in dialogue with later retellings. The prose is measured and overtly explanatory, favoring synthesis over polemic while maintaining a firm critical posture toward credulity. He distinguishes strata within a legend, noting the earliest attestations, probable points of contact between cultures, and the gradual accumulation of motifs. The result is a set of case studies that show how narratives harden into tradition and, in certain contexts, into purported history.

Religious imagination - its endurance and transformations - forms a central thread. The Wandering Jew introduces a figure whose perpetual motion became a vehicle for moral reflection and social anxiety. The Seven Sleepers of Ephesus surveys a Christian story of miraculous preservation and its varied receptions. Antichrist and Pope Joan studies the entanglement of eschatological expectation with rumor about ecclesiastical authority. Prester John follows the alluring report of a distant Christian sovereign that galvanized hope and geography alike. Across these essays, Baring-Gould observes how piety, polemic, and wonder interact, and how scripture, homily, and tale supply each other with images, names, and explanatory frameworks.

Other chapters address technologies of belief in the natural world. The Divining Rod considers dowsing as practice and as narrative, charting the claims made for hidden knowledge of water, ore, or culpability. Fatality of Numbers collects tales and arguments that invest numbers with ominous or auspicious force, from calendrical scruple to everyday caution. In each instance Baring-Gould weighs anecdote against testimony and context, showing how practical needs, habit, and imagination collaborate. He neither dismisses the past nor romanticizes it, but asks what pressures - economic, social, or devotional - give durability to explanations that straddle experiment, habit, and the wish to discern invisible patterns.

Medieval cosmography and ethnography furnish another field of inquiry. The Man in the Moon examines how a lunar figure gathered meanings from scripture, folklore, and observation. Tailed Men revisits reports of monstrous races that populated maps and travelogues at the edges of knowledge. The Terrestrial Paradise explores efforts to locate Eden within real geography, weighing proposals that mixed exegetical tradition with new cartography. Together these studies model how boundaries - between center and periphery, heaven and earth, seen and believed - are imagined and policed. Baring-Gould's method shows that error is often instructive, preserving a record of desire, fear, and the reach of inherited authorities.

The collection also treats national and domestic exempla. William Tell follows the rise of a heroic pattern within civic memory and the uses made of it by later narrators. The Dog Gellert discusses a Welsh household tale of loyalty, justice, and the risks of precipitous judgment. The Mountain of Venus turns to an enchanted landscape associated with temptation, penance, and return. Each essay demonstrates how stories create communities of feeling and shared reference, serving as instruction, entertainment, or political emblem. Baring-Gould's attention to variant forms helps readers see how a legend adapts to different audiences without forfeiting its recognizable contour.

Viewed together, these essays present a distinctive Victorian scholarship: patient in assembling testimonies, candid about uncertainty, and alert to the afterlives of stories. Sabine Baring-Gould writes with steady clarity, joining erudition to an accessible cadence that invites both specialists and general readers. The ongoing significance of Curious Myths of the Middle Ages lies in its demonstration that myth is a social fact, and that criticism can preserve wonder even as it explains. This edition's scope - confined to the essays named above - highlights his range while preserving a unifying inquiry into the life of tradition, from emergence to circulation to durable remembrance.
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    In 1866 and 1868, Anglican clergyman and antiquarian Sabine Baring-Gould published “Curious Myths of the Middle Ages” within a Victorian milieu shaped by comparative philology, historicism, and burgeoning folklore studies. Inspired by German scholarship from Jacob Grimm and by Max Müller’s popular Oxford lectures on myth and language (1860s), he sifted chronicles, sermons, and travel-books through a critical yet sympathetic lens. Cheap print, steam travel, and imperial collecting had multiplied access to manuscripts and oral traditions. At the same time, periodicals like Notes and Queries (founded 1849) encouraged source-hunting and debunking. This environment primed readers to revisit medieval legends not as doctrine, but as cultural artifacts with traceable pedigrees.

Several tales rest on medieval geography and ethnography that blurred marvels with reportage. The 1165 “Letter of Prester John,” circulating from Rome to Mainz, promised a Christian empire somewhere in Asia, later redirected toward Ethiopia as contact with the Horn intensified through Portuguese voyages and Francisco Álvares’s 1540 account. Mappaemundi like the Hereford map (c. 1300) placed the Terrestrial Paradise in the distant East, alongside monstrous races derived from Pliny and Isidore that informed traditions of tailed or fabulous men. Travel-books, from crusader itineraria to the fourteenth‑century Mandeville, sustained expectation of wonders, giving Baring-Gould ample textual strata to compare with nineteenth‑century geographical knowledge.

Confessional conflict after 1517 powerfully shaped legends of Antichrist and Pope Joan, which migrated from medieval rumour into Reformation polemic. With the printing press entrenched in German cities since the 1450s, pamphlets and woodcuts from Wittenberg, Nuremberg, and Augsburg dramatized prophecy and scandal to mobilize lay opinion. Lutheran writers, notably the Magdeburg Centuries (1559–1574), framed Rome within apocalyptic history, while Cardinal Baronius’s Annales (1588–1607) countered with Catholic narratives. Such agitational uses of myth sensitized Baring-Gould to the political work legends performed. His Anglican stance fostered cautious neutrality: tracing textual genealogies without surrendering either to confessional invective or to blank skepticism.

Periods of crisis repeatedly revived eschatological motifs that recur across the collection. The Wandering Jew’s perpetual witness, the dormition of the Seven Sleepers, and number‑fixations in apocalyptic arithmetic all gained traction when plague, war, or celestial portents unsettled Europe. The Black Death (1347–1351) and the appearance of a great comet in 1456 spurred sermons and exempla; broadsheets about the eternal wayfarer multiplied around 1600 in German and Dutch towns. Later numerological frenzies clustered around dates such as 1666 in London and the Millerite calculations of 1843–1844. Baring-Gould read these crests historically, as patterned responses rather than proofs of prophecy.

Early modern science reframed wonders into problems of observation and evidence, affecting motifs like the Man in the Moon and the Divining Rod. Telescopic discoveries by Galileo in 1610 revealed mountains and shadows on the lunar surface, displacing moralized readings with physical geography. In mining regions of Saxony and Bohemia, rods had long guided prospectors, yet Georgius Agricola’s De re metallica (1556) already weighed practice against mechanism. From the Royal Society’s experimental ethos to nineteenth‑century studies by Michel Eugène Chevreul on ideomotor effects, learned scrutiny steadily narrowed claims. Baring-Gould adopted this temper, testing marvels against cumulative observation rather than rejecting folklore outright.

Romantic nationalism recast local tales as emblems of communal origin, a climate crucial to William Tell and the Dog Gellert. Swiss identity, consolidated after 1291, drew on narratives first recorded in the White Book of Sarnen (c. 1470) and elaborated by Aegidius Tschudi in the sixteenth century, before Schiller’s drama (1804) and Rossini’s opera (1829) canonized Tell for modern audiences. In Wales, antiquarian tours and Snowdonia tourism during the late eighteenth century popularized Beddgelert’s faithful hound, even as skeptics questioned its medieval pedigree. Baring-Gould wrote amid this tension, balancing romantic appeal with the emerging historical method that probed patriotic myths.

Many legends survive because they crossed linguistic and confessional frontiers, allowing comparison across textual families. The Seven Sleepers of Ephesus appear in Greek, Syriac, and Latin lives and in the Qur’an’s Surah al‑Kahf, while Prester John’s imagined realm migrated from “India” to Ethiopia through Latin, Arabic, and Ethiopian channels. Such plural transmission also shaped tales of the Man in the Moon and wandering figures. Nineteenth‑century Orientalist philology and missionary collecting expanded access to Eastern manuscripts in Paris, London, and Oxford, equipping Baring-Gould to juxtapose versions and to treat variation itself as evidence for how communities refashioned a shared narrative stock.

Medieval storytelling often served didactic ends, and Baring-Gould foregrounded that moral economy. Preachers mined exempla collections and the Golden Legend (c. 1260) to warn against pride, lust, or disobedience; courtly and monastic milieus alike shaped narratives such as the Mountain of Venus, where penitence contests enchantment. Sermon books, civic chronicles, and household miscellanies moved these tales between pulpit, court, and hearth. In nineteenth‑century Britain, a culture of improving reading and family anthologies welcomed his lucid retellings joined to source criticism. Thus the collection met dual expectations: it entertained while modeling how inherited stories could be ethically and historically examined.
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    Legendary Wanderers and Lost Realms
Baring-Gould surveys The Wandering Jew, Prester John, The Terrestrial Paradise, and The Man in the Moon as mobile myths that fuse moral allegory with shifting medieval geography and cosmology.
Through philological sleuthing and chronicle-combing, he traces their diffusion across cultures, showing how hopes of hidden kingdoms, penitential roaming, and celestial folklore reflect political desire and theological unease.
Sleepers, Enchantments, and Time
The Seven Sleepers of Ephesus and The Mountain of Venus present rival time-rupture motifs—saintly suspension versus enchanted captivity—testing faith, desire, and repentance.
Baring-Gould sets hagiography beside romance, reading recurring episodes of long slumber and otherworldly detention as shared narrative technology for moral instruction.
National and Domestic Exempla
William Tell and The Dog Gellert are unpacked as exemplary tales that crystallize communal identity and household virtue through memorable ordeal and sacrifice.
Comparing variants and provenance, the author emphasizes story-migration and didactic utility over eyewitness history, noting how sentiment and patriotism canonize such narratives.
Marvels of Nature and Body
In The Divining Rod and Tailed Men, he weighs traveler’s tales and folk techniques at the border of science, probing why communities credit hidden forces and monstrous physiognomies.
The analysis balances curiosity with skepticism, framing these beliefs as pragmatic lore and othering myths that manage uncertainty about landscape and human difference.
Ecclesiastical Portents and Polemics
Antichrist and Pope Joan are treated as ecclesial flashpoints where prophecy, satire, and rumor converge to dramatize fears about authority and the end of days.
Baring-Gould parses exegetical schemes and partisan storytelling to show myth functioning as weapon and theater within church conflicts.
Fatality of Numbers
A concise tour of numerological thinking, Fatality of Numbers catalogs sacred, lucky, and baleful figures in calendars, augury, and popular superstition.
The tone is wryly empirical yet sympathetic, highlighting the human urge to read fate into arithmetic patterns and to domesticate chance through symbol.



Curious Myths of the Middle Ages
Main Table of Contents








The Wandering Jew.



Prester John.



The Divining Rod.



The Seven Sleepers of Ephesus.



William Tell.



The Dog Gellert.



Tailed Men.



Antichrist and Pope Joan.



The Man in the Moon.



The Mountain of Venus.



Fatality of Numbers.



The Terrestrial Paradise.



MEDIÆVAL MYTHS.

THE WANDERING JEW.


Table of Contents



Who, that has looked on Gustave Doré’s marvellous illustrations to this wild legend, can forget the impression they made upon his imagination?

I do not refer to the first illustration as striking, where the Jewish shoemaker is refusing to suffer the cross-laden Savior to rest a moment on his door-step, and is receiving with scornful lip the judgment to wander restless till the Second Coming of that same Redeemer. But I refer rather to the second, which represents the Jew, after the lapse of ages, bowed beneath the burden of the curse, worn with unrelieved toil, wearied with ceaseless travelling, trudging onward at the last lights of evening, when a rayless night of unabating rain is creeping on, along a sloppy path between dripping bushes; and suddenly he comes over against a wayside crucifix, on which the white glare of departing daylight falls, to throw it into ghastly relief against the pitch-black rain-clouds. For a moment we see the working of the miserable shoemaker’s mind. We feel that he is recalling the tragedy of the first Good Friday, and his head hangs heavier on his breast, as he recalls the part he had taken in that awful catastrophe.

Or, is that other illustration more remarkable, where the wanderer is amongst the Alps, at the brink of a hideous chasm; and seeing in the contorted pine-branches the ever-haunting scene of the Via Dolorosa, he is lured to cast himself into that black gulf in quest of rest,—when an angel flashes out of the gloom with the sword of flame turning every way, keeping him back from what would be to him a Paradise indeed, the repose of Death?

Or, that last scene, when the trumpet sounds and earth is shivering to its foundations, the fire is bubbling forth through the rents in its surface, and the dead are coming together flesh to flesh, and bone to bone, and muscle to muscle—then the weary man sits down and casts off his shoes! Strange sights are around him, he sees them not; strange sounds assail his ears, he hears but one—the trumpet-note which gives the signal for him to stay his wanderings and rest his weary feet.

I can linger over those noble woodcuts, and learn from them something new each time that I study them; they are picture-poems full of latent depths of thought[1q]. And now let us to the history of this most thrilling of all mediæval myths, if a myth.

If a myth, I say, for who can say for certain that it is not true? “Verily I say unto you, There be some standing here, which shall not taste of death till they see the Son of Man coming in His kingdom,”1 are our Lord’s words, which I can hardly think apply to the destruction of Jerusalem, as commentators explain it to escape the difficulty. That some should live to see Jerusalem destroyed was not very surprising, and hardly needed the emphatic Verily which Christ only used when speaking something of peculiarly solemn or mysterious import.

Besides, St. Luke’s account manifestly refers the coming in the kingdom to the Judgment, for the saying stands as follows: “Whosoever shall be ashamed of Me, and of My words, of him shall the Son of Man be ashamed, when He shall come in His own glory, and in His Father’s, and of the holy angels. But I tell you of a truth, there be some standing here, which shall not taste of death till they see the kingdom of God.”2

There can, I think, be no doubt in the mind of an unprejudiced person that the words of our Lord do imply that some one or more of those then living should not die till He came again. I do not mean to insist on the literal signification, but I plead that there is no improbability in our Lord’s words being fulfilled to the letter. That the circumstance is unrecorded in the Gospels is no evidence that it did not take place, for we are expressly told, “Many other signs truly did Jesus in the presence of His disciples, which are not written in this book;”3 and again, “There are also many other things which Jesus did, the which, if they should be written every one, I suppose that even the world itself could not contain the books that should be written.”4

We may remember also the mysterious witnesses who are to appear in the last eventful days of the world’s history and bear testimony to the Gospel truth before the antichristian world. One of these has been often conjectured to be St. John the Evangelist, of whom Christ said to Peter, “If I will that he tarry till I come, what is that to thee?”

The historical evidence on which the tale rests is, however, too slender for us to admit for it more than the barest claim to be more than myth. The names and the circumstances connected with the Jew and his doom vary in every account, and the only point upon which all coincide is, that such an individual exists in an undying condition, wandering over the face of the earth, seeking rest and finding none[2q].

The earliest extant mention of the Wandering Jew is to be found in the book of the chronicles of the Abbey of St. Albans, which was copied and continued by Matthew Paris. He records that in the year 1228, “a certain Archbishop of Armenia the Greater came on a pilgrimage to England to see the relics of the saints, and visit the sacred places in the kingdom, as he had done in others; he also produced letters of recommendation from his Holiness the Pope, to the religious and the prelates of the churches, in which they were enjoined to receive and entertain him with due reverence and honor. On his arrival, he came to St. Albans, where he was received with all respect by the abbot and the monks; and at this place, being fatigued with his journey, he remained some days to rest himself and his followers, and a conversation took place between him and the inhabitants of the convent, by means of their interpreters, during which he made many inquiries relating to the religion and religious observances of this country, and told many strange things concerning the countries of the East. In the course of conversation he was asked whether he had ever seen or heard any thing of Joseph, a man of whom there was much talk in the world, who, when our Lord suffered, was present and spoke to Him, and who is still alive, in evidence of the Christian faith; in reply to which, a knight in his retinue, who was his interpreter, replied, speaking in French, ‘My lord well knows that man, and a little before he took his way to the western countries, the said Joseph ate at the table of my lord the Archbishop of Armenia, and he has often seen and conversed with him.’

“He was then asked about what had passed between Christ and the said Joseph; to which he replied, ‘At the time of the passion of Jesus Christ, He was seized by the Jews, and led into the hall of judgment before Pilate, the governor, that He might be judged by him on the accusation of the Jews; and Pilate, finding no fault for which he might sentence Him to death, said unto them, “Take Him and judge Him according to your law;” the shouts of the Jews, however, increasing, he, at their request, released unto them Barabbas, and delivered Jesus to them to be crucified. When, therefore, the Jews were dragging Jesus forth, and had reached the door, Cartaphilus, a porter of the hall in Pilate’s service, as Jesus was going out of the door, impiously struck Him on the back with his hand, and said in mockery, “Go quicker, Jesus, go quicker; why do you loiter?” and Jesus, looking back on him with a severe countenance, said to him, “I am going, and you shall wait till I return.” And according as our Lord said, this Cartaphilus is still awaiting His return. At the time of our Lord’s suffering he was thirty years old, and when he attains the age of a hundred years, he always returns to the same age as he was when our Lord suffered. After Christ’s death, when the Catholic faith gained ground, this Cartaphilus was baptized by Ananias (who also baptized the Apostle Paul), and was called Joseph. He dwells in one or other divisions of Armenia, and in divers Eastern countries, passing his time amongst the bishops and other prelates of the Church; he is a man of holy conversation, and religious; a man of few words, and very circumspect in his behavior; for he does not speak at all unless when questioned by the bishops and religious; and then he relates the events of olden times, and speaks of things which occurred at the suffering and resurrection of our Lord, and of the witnesses of the resurrection, namely, of those who rose with Christ, and went into the holy city, and appeared unto men. He also tells of the creed of the Apostles, and of their separation and preaching. And all this he relates without smiling, or levity of conversation, as one who is well practised in sorrow and the fear of God, always looking forward with dread to the coming of Jesus Christ, lest at the Last Judgment he should find him in anger whom, when on his way to death, he had provoked to just vengeance. Numbers came to him from different parts of the world, enjoying his society and conversation; and to them, if they are men of authority, he explains all doubts on the matters on which he is questioned. He refuses all gifts that are offered him, being content with slight food and clothing.’”

Much about the same date, Philip Mouskes, afterwards Bishop of Tournay, wrote his rhymed chronicle (1242), which contains a similar account of the Jew, derived from the same Armenian prelate:—

“Adonques vint un arceveskes

  De çà mer, plains de bonnes tèques

  Par samblant, et fut d’Armenie,”


and this man, having visited the shrine of “St. Tumas de Kantorbire,” and then having paid his devotions at “Monsigour St. Jake,” he went on to Cologne to see the heads of the three kings. The version told in the Netherlands much resembled that related at St. Albans, only that the Jew, seeing the people dragging Christ to his death, exclaims,—

“Atendés moi! g’i vois,

  S’iert mis le faus profète en crois.”


Then

“Le vrais Dieux se regarda,

  Et li a dit qu’e n’i tarda,

  Icist ne t’atenderont pas,

  Mais saces, tu m’atenderas.”


We hear no more of the wandering Jew till the sixteenth century, when we hear first of him in a casual manner, as assisting a weaver, Kokot, at the royal palace in Bohemia (1505), to find a treasure which had been secreted by the great-grandfather of Kokot, sixty years before, at which time the Jew was present. He then had the appearance of being a man of seventy years.5

Curiously enough, we next hear of him in the East, where he is confounded with the prophet Elijah. Early in the century he appeared to Fadhilah, under peculiar circumstances.

After the Arabs had captured the city of Elvan, Fadhilah, at the head of three hundred horsemen, pitched his tents, late in the evening, between two mountains. Fadhilah, having begun his evening prayer with a loud voice, heard the words “Allah akbar” (God is great) repeated distinctly, and each word of his prayer was followed in a similar manner. Fadhilah, not believing this to be the result of an echo, was much astonished, and cried out, “O thou! whether thou art of the angel ranks, or whether thou art of some other order of spirits, it is well; the power of God be with thee; but if thou art a man, then let mine eyes light upon thee, that I may rejoice in thy presence and society.” Scarcely had he spoken these words, before an aged man, with bald head, stood before him, holding a staff in his hand, and much resembling a dervish in appearance. After having courteously saluted him, Fadhilah asked the old man who he was. Thereupon the stranger answered, “Bassi Hadhret Issa, I am here by command of the Lord Jesus, who has left me in this world, that I may live therein until he comes a second time to earth. I wait for this Lord, who is the Fountain of Happiness, and in obedience to his command I dwell behind yon mountain.” When Fadhilah heard these words, he asked when the Lord Jesus would appear; and the old man replied that his appearing would be at the end of the world, at the Last Judgment. But this only increased Fadhilah’s curiosity, so that he inquired the signs of the approach of the end of all things, whereupon Zerib Bar Elia gave him an account of general, social, and moral dissolution, which would be the climax of this world’s history.6

In 1547 he was seen in Europe, if we are to believe the following narration:—


“Paul von Eitzen, doctor of the Holy Scriptures, and Bishop of Schleswig,7 related as true for some years past, that when he was young, having studied at Wittemberg, he returned home to his parents in Hamburg in the winter of the year 1547, and that on the following Sunday, in church, he observed a tall man, with his hair hanging over his shoulders, standing barefoot, during the sermon, over against the pulpit, listening with deepest attention to the discourse, and, whenever the name of Jesus was mentioned, bowing himself profoundly and humbly, with sighs and beating of the breast. He had no other clothing, in the bitter cold of the winter, except a pair of hose which were in tatters about his feet, and a coat with a girdle which reached to his feet; and his general appearance was that of a man of fifty years. And many people, some of high degree and title, have seen this same man in England, France, Italy, Hungary, Persia, Spain, Poland, Moscow, Lapland, Sweden, Denmark, Scotland, and other places.

“Every one wondered over the man. Now, after the sermon, the said Doctor inquired diligently where the stranger was to be found; and when he had sought him out, he inquired of him privately whence he came, and how long that winter he had been in the place. Thereupon he replied, modestly, that he was a Jew by birth, a native of Jerusalem, by name Ahasverus, by trade a shoemaker; he had been present at the crucifixion of Christ, and had lived ever since, travelling through various lands and cities, the which he substantiated by accounts he gave; he related also the circumstances of Christ’s transference from Pilate to Herod, and the final crucifixion, together with other details not recorded in the Evangelists and historians; he gave accounts of the changes of government in many countries, especially of the East, through several centuries; and moreover he detailed the labors and deaths of the holy Apostles of Christ most circumstantially.

“Now when Doctor Paul v. Eitzen heard this with profound astonishment, on account of its incredible novelty, he inquired further, in order that he might obtain more accurate information. Then the man answered, that he had lived in Jerusalem at the time of the crucifixion of Christ, whom he had regarded as a deceiver of the people, and a heretic; he had seen Him with his own eyes, and had done his best, along with others, to bring this deceiver, as he regarded Him, to justice, and to have Him put out of the way. When the sentence had been pronounced by Pilate, Christ was about to be dragged past his house; then he ran home, and called together his household to have a look at Christ, and see what sort of a person He was.

“This having been done, he had his little child on his arm, and was standing in his doorway, to have a sight of the Lord Jesus Christ.

“As, then, Christ was led by, bowed under the weight of the heavy cross, He tried to rest a little, and stood still a moment; but the shoemaker, in zeal and rage, and for the sake of obtaining credit among the other Jews, drove the Lord Christ forward, and told Him to hasten on His way. Jesus, obeying, looked at him, and said, ‘I shall stand and rest, but thou shalt go till the last day.’ At these words the man set down the child; and, unable to remain where he was, he followed Christ, and saw how cruelly He was crucified, how He suffered, how He died. As soon as this had taken place, it came upon him suddenly that he could no more return to Jerusalem, nor see again his wife and child, but must go forth into foreign lands, one after another, like a mournful pilgrim. Now, when, years after, he returned to Jerusalem, he found it ruined and utterly razed, so that not one stone was left standing on another; and he could not recognize former localities.

“He believes that it is God’s purpose, in thus driving him about in miserable life, and preserving him undying, to present him before the Jews at the end, as a living token, so that the godless and unbelieving may remember the death of Christ, and be turned to repentance. For his part he would well rejoice were God in heaven to release him from this vale of tears. After this conversation, Doctor Paul v. Eitzen, along with the rector of
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