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Every February 14, across the United 

States and in other places around the 

world, candy, flowers and gifts are 

exchanged between loved ones, all in the 

name of St. Valentine. Who is this 

mysterious saint, and where did these 

traditions come from? Find out about 

the history of this centuries-old holiday, 

from ancient Roman rituals to the 

customs of Victorian England. 

 

The legend 

The history of Valentine’s Day and the story of 
its patron saint are shrouded in mystery. We 
do know that February has long been 
celebrated as a month of romance, and that 
St. Valentine’s Day, as we know it today, 
contains vestiges of both Christian and 
ancient Roman tradition. But who was Saint 
Valentine, and how did he become associated 
with this ancient rite? 

The Catholic Church recognizes at least three 
different saints named Valentine or 
Valentinus, all of whom were martyred. One 
legend contends that Valentine was a priest 
who served during the third century in Rome. 
When Emperor Claudius II decided that single 
men made better soldiers than those with 
wives and families, he outlawed marriage for 

young men. Valentine, realizing the injustice 
of the decree, defied Claudius and continued 
to perform marriages for young lovers in 
secret. When Valentine’s actions were 
discovered, Claudius ordered that he be put 
to death.  

Other stories suggest that Valentine may have 
been killed for attempting to help Christians 
escape harsh Roman prisons, where they 
were often beaten and tortured.  

Although the truth behind the Valentine 
legends is murky, the stories all emphasize his 
appeal as a sympathetic, heroic and — most 
importantly — romantic figure. By the Middle 
Ages, perhaps thanks to this reputation, 
Valentine would become one of the most 
popular saints in England and France.  
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Origins 

While some believe that Valentine’s Day is 
celebrated in the middle of February to 
commemorate the anniversary of Valentine’s 
death or burial — which probably occurred 
around A.D. 270 — others claim that the 
Christian church may have decided to place 
St. Valentine’s feast day in the middle of 
February in an effort to “Christianize” the 
pagan celebration of Lupercalia. 

 

A day of romance

 

Valentine greetings were popular as far back 
as the Middle Ages, though written valentines 
didn’t begin to appear until after 1400. The 
oldest known valentine still in existence today 
was a poem written in 1415 by Charles, Duke 
of Orleans, to his wife while he was 
imprisoned in the Tower of London following 
his capture at the Battle of Agincourt. Several 
years later, it is believed that King Henry V 
hired a writer named John Lydgate to 
compose a valentine note to Catherine of 
Valois. 

 

Typical greetings 

In addition to the United States, Valentine’s 
Day is celebrated in Canada, Mexico, the 
United Kingdom, France and Australia. In 
Great Britain, Valentine’s Day began to be 
popularly celebrated around the 17th century. 
By 1900, printed cards began to replace 
written letters due to improvements in 
printing technology. Ready-made cards were 
an easy way for people to express their 
emotions in a time when direct expression of 
one’s feelings was discouraged.  

Americans probably began exchanging 
handmade valentines in the early 1700s. In 
the 1840s, Esther A. Howland began selling 
the first mass-produced valentines in 
America. Howland, known as the “mother of 
the valentine,” made elaborate creations with 
real lace, ribbons and colorful pictures known 
as “scrap.” Today, according to the Greeting 
Card Association, women purchase 
approximately 85 percent of all valentines.  
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