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Saint Catherine of Alexandria, Martyr, and Virgin 
 

Born: c.287, Alexandria, Roman Egypt, Died: c.305 (aged 17-18), Alexandria, Egypt, 
Venerated in Eastern Orthodoxy, Oriental Orthodoxy, Eastern Catholic Churches, 
Roman Catholicism, Anglican Communion, Lutheranism, Attributes: the “breaking 
wheel”, sword, with a crown at her feet, hailstones, bridal veil and ring, dove, scourge, 
book, a woman arguing with pagan philosophers, decapitation 

 
She is the patron of a great many professions and causes. Her patronage includes 
apologists, craftsmen who work with a wheel, archivists, attorneys, barristers, lawyers, 
jurists, dying people, educators, teachers, girls, knife grinders, knife sharpeners, 
librarians, libraries, maidens, unmarried girls and women, mechanics, millers, nurses, 
old maids, philosophers, potters, preachers, scholars, schoolchildren, students, scribes, 
secretaries, spinners, stenographers, tanners, theologians, turners, wheelwrights and 
many more as well as many places around the world. 

 
According to the traditional narrative, Catherine was the daughter of Constus, the 
governor of Egyptian Alexandria during the reign of the emperor Maximian (286–305). 
From a young age, she devoted herself to study. At the age of eighteen, she surpassed 
all her contemporaries in science. A vision of the Madonna and Child persuaded her to 
become a Christian. 
 
When the persecutions began under Maxentius, she went to the emperor and rebuked 
him for his cruelty and with convincing reasons demonstrated the need of the Christian 
faith to be saved. Astounded by her wisdom, the Emperor ordered her to be kept 
confined. The emperor summoned 50 of the best pagan philosophers and orators to 
dispute with her. He promised them magnificent rewards if they could confound the 
virgin and turn her from belief in Christ. 
 
However, Catherine was moved by the power of the Holy Spirit and spoke eloquently in 
defense of her faith and won the debate. Several of her adversaries, conquered by her 
eloquence, declared themselves Christians. Inflamed with the love of Jesus Christ, they 



were ready to offer their lives for the Gospel. It is said that they were at once put to 
death. 
 
Then the Emperor attempted to win her by flattery and by promises, but his efforts 
proved equally fruitless. Unable to defeat her rhetorically or to intimidate her into giving 
up her belief, the emperor ordered her to be tortured and imprisoned. She was 
scourged so cruelly and for so long, that her whole body was covered with wounds, 
from which the blood flowed in streams. 
 
The spectators wept with pity; but Catherine, strengthened by God, stood with her eyes 
raised to heaven, without giving a sign of suffering or fear. He ordered her to be 
imprisoned without food, so she would starve to death. During the confinement, angels 
tended her wounds with salve. Catherine was fed daily by a dove from Heaven and 
Christ also visited her, encouraging her to fight bravely, and promised her the crown of 
everlasting glory. 
 
During her imprisonment, over 200 people came to see her, including Maxentius' wife, 
Valeria Maximilla; all converted to Christianity and were subsequently martyred. Twelve 
days later, when the dungeon was opened, bright light and fragrant perfume filled it, and 
Catherine came forth even more radiant and beautiful. 
 
Upon the failure of Maxentius to make Catherine yield by way of torture, he tried to win 
the beautiful and wise princess over by proposing marriage. The saint refused, 
declaring that her spouse was Jesus Christ, to whom she had consecrated her virginity. 
The furious emperor condemned Catherine to death on a spiked breaking wheel, but, at 
her touch, it shattered. Maxentius ordered her to be beheaded. Catherine herself 
ordered the execution to commence. A milk-like substance rather than blood flowed 
from her neck. 
 
According to a legend, Angels transported her body to the highest mountain (now called 
Mt. Saint Catherine) next to Mount Sinai, where God gave His Law. In 850, her incorrupt 
body was discovered by monks from the Sinai Monastery. The monks found on the 
surface of the granite on which her body lay, an impression of the form of her body. Her 
hair still growing, and a constant stream of the most heavenly fragranced healing oil 
issuing from her body. This oil produced countless miracles. She is one of the "Fourteen 
Holy Helpers." 
 


