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About the Book

‘For I know, that, although during my life some have despised me, yet after my death you will see what sort of man I was, and that my doctrine was by no means worthy of contempt.’ From Bede’s Life of St Cuthbert

Life and death. Glory and contempt. Doctrine and devotion. Anglo-Saxon saints have navigated their way across many centuries, down to our modern world, preserved on street corners, national flags and village halls. While remembered as little more than a name in many cases, the saints of the first millennium were the movers and shakers, the decision makers of the time.
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‘All it takes to make a man a saint is grace. Anyone who doubts this knows neither what makes a saint nor a man.’

Blaise Pascal, Pensées, VII, 508


Introduction

Saints’ names echo through the centuries. Today we may walk down St Gregory Street, past St Bede’s Primary School, or find a church dedicated to St Cuthbert. The saints are in our peripheral vision, part of the subtext of the nation, but the actual people behind the names are shrouded in the mists of time. Inhabitants of a ‘dark age’, figures like Alfred the Great, Edward the Confessor or Bede the Venerable straddle the part of our collective memories that dissolves legend with historical fact, myth with real people. But the saints can provide a pin upon which to hang other evidence of a lost past. They are fascinating in their diversity, and can reveal a great deal about the times in which they lived and died. It is now their time for reassessment; time to reveal their private lives.

Growing up in a Polish/Irish Catholic household, I am well acquainted with the saints. Images of the traditional early saints, like Christopher, Catherine and Peter, jostled for supremacy next to Padre Pio and Pope John Paul II. Comforting faces peering out from frames, they provided the young me with a sense that an army of righteous, sacred souls were guiding me through life. These early interactions with the saints left a lasting impression. Although I now approach them as historical figures, rather than the focus of devotion, this experience allowed me to reconcile my own probing academic view on medieval saints with a more fundamental understanding of the spiritual potency these individuals can command.

However, my recent renewed fascination with the saints, and the Anglo-Saxon ones in particular, began while reading a tabloid newspaper. I have been passionate about the Anglo-Saxon period from the first moment I encountered the Old English ‘Elegies’ as an undergraduate student. One passage from The Wanderer in particular seemed to resonate down the centuries:


	‘Her bið feoh læne,
	‘Here money is fleeting,



	her bið freond læne,
	here friend is fleeting,


	her bið mon læne,
	here man is fleeting,


	her bið mæg læne,
	here kinsman is fleeting,


	eal þis eorþan gesteal
	all the foundation of this world


	idel weorþeð!’
	turns to waste!’


	The Wanderer.1
	



Old English texts like this offer timeless insights into the human condition, and yet they grew from the minds and imaginations of people with their own distinct views, attitudes, concerns and symbolic frameworks. It’s the world of Beowulf, of mystical smiths crafting unimaginably beautiful jewellery, of wandering monks in the wilderness, of the clash and howl of hand-to-hand combat. It was a world that, to me, seemed both within my reach and at the same time impossible to grasp fully, as to understand it I had to learn more about the people themselves and the landscapes (both intellectual and real) that they inhabited.

However, as I flicked through newspaper pages, past models, actors, politicians and celebrities, I began to wonder what an Anglo-Saxon version of such a publication would look like. Whose faces would be staring out at me? Whose lives would readers be following? Who would be the pin-ups and heroes of the Anglo-Saxon period? Traditionally, we might think it would be kings, queens, nobles and warriors. But we are overlooking a far more prevalent and influential body of individuals, whose importance resonated across the social spectrum – the saints. Representatives of a powerful, all-pervading Church, their designation as extra-special Christians ensured their celebrity and reputation. It is their stories that have been passed down the centuries, and their names that are repeatedly tied to specific places and events.

To uncover the lives of Anglo-Saxon saints is to open a window onto a fascinating and rich period in our nation’s history. Archaeological discoveries over the past century have rendered the term Dark Ages redundant. Far from ‘nasty, brutish and short’,2 life in the Anglo-Saxon period could be vibrant and exciting. Anglo-Saxons didn’t simply live in wooden huts, but in grand palace and monastic complexes like those at Yeavering and Winchester. They weren’t primitive, uncivilised people, but were instead capable of technical wizardry that could produce stunning objects like the Sutton Hoo shoulder clasps and the Lindisfarne Gospels.

[image: images]
This close-up of the Sutton Hoo shoulder clasp shows two overlapping boars executed in gold and garnet cloisonné. The skill required to cut the garnets, secure them in the gold fittings with no adhesive, and include a minutely detailed chequerboard-impressed piece of gold leaf behind each gem is testament to the technical skills that Anglo-Saxon jewellers possessed.


The evidence from this period is regrettably sparse. For every spectacular collection of metalwork discovered, like the Staffordshire Hoard, many hundreds have been lost. With literacy in the hands of a few, far fewer documents survive from this period than from those either side. But occasionally certain individuals, places and objects speak across the millennium. The saints are the best-documented individuals of their time, so opening up their stories should also shed light on the periods in which they lived.

This is not a ‘warts and all’ reveal about the seedy side of saints’ lives. It is incredibly hard to find out almost anything truly private about them, since they were public people, with connections to the world of power and politics. Vellum was very expensive, and scribes would write the authorised and publically acceptable version of history, so any hints of scandal or personal insight are only ever subtly or accidentally expressed. But the idea of writing about the private side of saints’ lives evolved from a desire to move outside the established canonical information that has been regurgitated over the centuries, to explore the real settings that the saints inhabited and the worlds of which they were a part.

This is an interdisciplinary study, which crosses the boundaries between archaeology, art history, history, literary studies, linguistics, theology and palaeography. And this book is also a journey across the landscapes of Britain and Ireland. Travelling over the terrain that these Anglo-Saxon individuals may have crossed can be a means of getting closer to them. Ancient echoes resonate particularly strongly in some locations. The artefacts, too, are of paramount importance. They were witnesses of the time, and reading their imagery and symbolism can be a way of hearing a true voice across the ages. But to understand the Anglo-Saxon saints, it is essential to begin by understanding the period in which they lived.

What is Anglo-Saxon England?

The Anglo-Saxon period, roughly AD 450 to 1066, is often described as a ‘dark age’: a time when the failing of the Roman Empire triggered a wave of barbarism that swept away the civilised society that preceded it. The original tribes of Angles, Saxons and Jutes came over from territories around the modern-day Netherlands, northern Germany and Denmark after the collapse of Roman military control in AD 410. Sources state that the bewildered Romano-British, who were being attacked on different borders by Picts and Scots, initially invited the Germanic soldiers over as mercenaries to help them defend themselves.3

The question of exactly how and why so many Angles, Saxons and Jutes came to England is one that divides scholars.4 The two divergent approaches suggest they arrived either through aggressive conquest or via peaceful and gradual settlement. While there is some evidence for destruction and conflict, the Adventus Saxonum (coming of the Saxons) hasn’t provided the archaeological record with the mass of graves and mutilated skeletons that the Viking incursions did. It seems expedient to think of the arrival of the Angles, Saxons and Jutes as beginning with military expeditions, which were followed by a more steady flow of settlers across the North Sea.

The Germanic homelands left behind by these settlers may have been subject to flooding and over-farming, so their movement across the North Sea could have been prompted by a search for more fertile land to cultivate. Yet they settled in great enough numbers to transform the linguistic, cultural and social framework of England. In a famous passage, the Venerable Bede gives a context for where these tribes came from:

Those who came over were of the three most powerful nations of Germany: Saxons, Angles, and Jutes. From the Jutes are descended the people of Kent, and of the Isle of Wight, and those also in the province of the West Saxons who are to this day called Jutes, seated opposite to the Isle of Wight. From the Saxons, that is, the country which is now called Old Saxony, came the East Saxons, the South Saxons, and the West Saxons. From the Angles, that is, the country which is called Anglia, and which is said, from that time, to remain desert to this day, between the provinces of the Jutes and the Saxons, are descended the East Angles, the Midland Angles, Mercians, all the race of the Northumbrians, that is, of those nations that dwell on the north side of the River Humber, and the other nations of the English.5

This was mass immigration, and it was to transform the complexion of the British Isles permanently and profoundly.

There is a temptation to speak of the ‘Anglo-Saxon kingdoms’ as if they were all part of a unified whole. However, each kingdom had very rigid and defined ways of differentiating themselves from those on their borders. Archaeological finds suggest that different tribes wore their jewellery in recognisable arrangements to indicate their tribal affiliation.6 Most textiles from the period have been lost, but it is probable that their dress was differentiated too.7 A recent equivalent would be the clans of Scotland, each clearly distinct from the other through the colour and design of tartan displayed on their kilts. The hostilities between neighbouring tribes – who apparently on the surface were not so different – could be more violent than any aggression towards external threats. Yet there were also a number of factors that bound the Anglo-Saxon tribes together. They all spoke a similar Germanic tongue and followed the same polytheistic religion, and their social structure was based on tribal affiliation and loyalty to the lord of the hall.

Only a handful of writers recorded the Anglo-Saxon period, including Gildas, Bede and Adomnán. However, there are law codes, theological treaties and vernacular texts from the later part of the period to consolidate our knowledge. Alongside these, of course, there are the large numbers of saints’ lives, known as hagiographical texts. These do not belong in a single genre, since they often range widely, focusing on topics such as warfare, sexuality, torture and politics, and they can be in Latin or in the vernacular. To read these texts requires a working knowledge of dead languages, and because of their often formulaic and theological subject matter, saints’ lives are usually only studied by a small number of historians and literary scholars. Yet behind the symbols and metaphors lies a rich well of information about the Anglo-Saxon period that still has much to offer.

Although this book is about Anglo-Saxon England, it will be apparent from the off that this is a fluid and complex term. How do we define what Anglo-Saxon England is? It is essentially a racial term, and these are fraught with difficulty. The names ‘English’, ‘British’, ‘Scottish’, ‘Irish’, ‘Welsh’, ‘Manx’ and ‘Cornish’ are still divisive, and the roots of many of these lie in the period discussed in this book.8 This was the time of the birth of nations, and these racial distinctions feed on a latent belief in the ‘differences’ between the separate parts of the United Kingdom. There is certainly a historical basis for these differences.

With the coming of the Angles, Saxons and Jutes from the Germanic homelands, the Celtic Britons seem to have moved their strongholds into areas to the west: Wales, Cornwall, the Isle of Man, western Scotland and Ireland. Connected through the early medieval period by ties of trade, marriage and political allegiance, these territories still preserve a native Celtic language, and although each is distinct and different from the other, they have their roots in an older vernacular tongue.9 What is incredible, however, is that the language of modern-day England – that lingua franca English, which has absorbed elements from Latin, French, Scandinavian and others – has virtually no survivals from the earlier British Celtic tongue that was spoken in this region for centuries. There was, essentially, a linguistic cleansing. The many changes brought about by the Adventus Saxonum were most clearly evinced in language and religion. The Celtic fringes remained Christian – a religion that had arrived with the Romans – while Anglo-Saxon England was pagan.10

To fully understand the saints of Anglo-Saxon England, it is important to position this little kingdom within a wider geographical and ideological framework. What happened in England was, and remains, profoundly influenced by events, ideas and people outside of its ever-changing boundaries. As we now have a racially fluid, diverse mix of people living within the British Isles, so in the early medieval period there was constant interaction, intermarriage and integration between different groups. Studying the lives of saints undermines the idea of medieval life as local and parochial. They, more than most members of medieval society, moved locations, met with people from different lands and backgrounds, and established or settled in ecclesiastical sites or monasteries that were often geographically distant from their place of birth. The medieval world was not one of racial segregation and national pride, but rather one where individuals relocated to those places that were most politically or economically expedient.

This book will examine the saints that circled and entered Anglo-Saxon England, since their actions and personalities affected the complexion of sanctity within. The saints of Ireland, Wales and Scotland, as well as missionaries from Rome and the Continent, and the movement of individuals across the North Sea, are all of great significance. As a result, early medieval scholars have devised the term ‘Insular’ to talk of the British Isles – literally ‘of the isles’.11 It is most important, for example, when considering how and why the Anglo-Saxon pagans of England converted to Christianity, to examine the efforts of Patrick and the twelve apostles of Ireland. The work of Columba in particular, founding a monastery at Iona and encouraging missionary activity in the pagan north of the Anglo-Saxon kingdoms, would influence the early saints of England in many ways.

As Christianity came over from Ireland, it also edged its way into England from Rome with Augustine, via the Christian continent. The influence of the papacy, and the premise that Pope Gregory the Great’s mission to the Anglo-Saxons in 597 AD ‘saved’ their pagan souls from damnation, would lead to a particularly esoteric form of Roman Christianity setting down roots in England. Although Anglo-Saxon Christians considered themselves at the edge of the world, the missionary fervour of the newly converted English would have wide-reaching effects throughout the medieval period. As Roman and Irish missionaries moved in, so Anglo-Saxons moved out, taking their ideas, art and culture across the known world.

The notion of geographically distinct countries in the early medieval period was problematised by the absence of maps and ways of defining and enforcing borders. Racial identity could be crafted, but one small scratch of the surface reveals that diversity was the norm. English kings married Franks, Welsh princesses married Irish rulers, and Danish conquerors tied themselves to the Crown through political and marital allegiances. This nation’s history is one of racial complexity, and the saints are similarly diverse. The majority of saints covered in this work come from mixed lineage; they travelled and tied themselves to a pan-European notion of Christendom, rather than to a boundary-specific idea of nations. There are always the exceptions, but there are lessons on diversity and tolerance to be learnt from delving back into the Anglo-Saxon period.

End of an Era?

The Anglo-Saxon period is traditionally seen to end in 1066, with the Norman Conquest and its cataclysmic impact on all levels of society, art, architecture and the landscape. Technically, this is correct, since with the defeat of the nobleman proclaimed king, Harold Godwinson, a separate Anglo-Saxon identity became subsumed beneath a French-speaking elite. This would remain the case for many centuries, until ultimately the Hundred Years’ War severed the bonds between the ruling classes of England and France. However, the end of Anglo-Saxon England in terms of Anglo-Saxon saints and an England that resembles our modern geographical boundaries began much earlier. The biggest threat to Anglo-Saxon identity came from across the North Sea, not far from where the original Germanic settlers heralded in the fifth century. The Vikings began to attack the British coast at the end of the eighth century, and they would never go away.

The efforts of Alfred the Great made sure that the total transformation of Anglo-Saxon England into a pagan Viking outpost was halted in the ninth century. Through his astute military leadership, he managed to secure a fragile relationship with the Scandinavian settlers in the north, paying vast amounts in Danegeld (a heavy tax upon the Anglo-Saxons, paid to Viking rulers) to stop their repeated attempts to take the whole of England. Alfred’s successors, particularly charismatic and influential leaders like Edgar, maintained their uniqueness as Anglo-Saxon leaders in the face of Scandinavian rulers across the virtual borderline of the Danegeld. They halted the process for a few generations, but never removed the threat completely. There was a cultural and social evolution taking place, whereby Anglo-Saxons were absorbing Viking elements, as well as Viking DNA.

By 1016, Anglo-Saxon England was finally and convincingly absorbed by Scandinavia. England had a Danish king. Cnut is reduced in history to a few anecdotes, such as his fabled encounter with the sea.12 But, as English history has traditionally been taught, it is an overlooked fact that the majority of Anglo-Saxon England was already Scandinavian in terms of taste, culture, intermarriage and economics by the tenth century. And this conquest was completed by Cnut, who was declared King of Denmark and of England. We all know William the Conqueror changed the face of England, but with Cnut the British Isles became as Scandinavian as it was English.

The events of 1066 were the culmination of over two centuries of Viking assaults. Harold Godwinson first fought the Danes at Stamford Bridge and held them back, so preventing a second wave of northern Viking conquest. He then succumbed to William of the Norsemen (the Normans) at the Battle of Hastings. One way or another, the Vikings succeeded, and even that most saintly of kings, Edward the Confessor, was brought up in Normandy under the watchful eye of Norman lords themselves only a few generations settled in the north of France, having a century or so earlier left their Scandinavian lands. In terms of Anglo-Saxon saints, the pagan Vikings did little to encourage their cults, apart from ensuring martyrdom for a few. With the arrival of the Normans, native Anglo-Saxon saints were sidelined, and Anglo-Saxon culture was subsumed beneath that of Normandy.

This book will take 1016, and the dramatic build-up to the overthrow of an independent Anglo-Saxon kingdom, as the climax of the Anglo-Saxon period. Yet as with all historical divisions used to define groups of people – be they terms like ‘Anglo-Saxon’ or ‘Celtic’ – or periods, such as ‘late antiquity’ or ‘early medieval’, there is no black and white. There are rarely historical moments when entire populations acknowledge that they have left behind one era or identity and emerged into another. Change can be sudden, as with the events of 1016 or 1066, but their effects can take generations to be realised.

Grace, Notoriety and the Saints

The quote here, by the seventeenth-century mathematician and philosopher Blaise Pascal, provides a clear equation for defining sanctity: ‘All it takes to make a saint is grace’. Grace = Saint. However, trying to understand this definition today is difficult. So many intellectual, religious and social changes have taken place over the past few centuries that it is now hard to give any clear-cut meaning to the words grace, saint or, indeed, man. What makes a saint, like what makes a man, presents an endless web of alternatives and possibilities.

The word ‘saint’ conjures up a variety of associations in our modern minds. Some might connect it with suffering, self-deprivation, charity, service to the weak and devotion to Christian values. Others might envisage miracles, martyrdom and heavenly attributes like stigmata, while others still might feel it is a word wrapped up in superstition, religious fanaticism and the power of the papacy. It is an emotive word, and one that has developed a different set of meanings in recent centuries. A saint is defined, according to the Oxford English Dictionary, as ‘a person acknowledged as holy or virtuous and regarded in Christian faith as being in heaven after death’. Our modern notions of the word ‘saint’ are very different to those of the medieval period.

In the early years of the Church all Christians were referred to as ‘saints’. For example, Paul begins his letter to the Ephesians:

Paul, an apostle of Jesus Christ, by the will of God, to all the saints who are at Ephesus and to the faithful in Christ Jesus.

Paul’s Letter to the Ephesians, 1:1

There seems to have been little distinction between types of saints in the first centuries of Christianity. But during the years of persecution (through the third century and into the fourth), martyrs were held in particular esteem.13 Christians would flock to their sites of burial to celebrate feast days, and commune with the remains of those who had died for their faith. As the cult of saints grew, the burial places and body parts of early martyrs became prized. But in AD 313 the Emperor Constantine the Great ended the persecution of Christians and promoted the faith across the Empire, so sanctity took on a different complexion. It was no longer easy to die a martyr’s death, although some of the saints covered in this book managed it at the hands of Germanic or Viking pagans. Instead, saints were made.

Individuals could earn their status as ‘saint’ through performing miracles or selfless acts, and living an exemplary Christian life. But the rules were lax. The early Church recognised all manner of people, from hermits to popes, monks to soldiers and virgins to rulers as saints. When it comes to understanding the saints of the Anglo-Saxon period, these distinctions become all the more relevant, as at this stage in the history of the Church what constituted a saint could reach across a broad spectrum of characteristics. All that was needed to declare someone a saint was a consensus of the people, so anyone in the public eye could earn this title.

Far from being one-dimensional, pious figures – part of a faceless mass of the blessed – Anglo-Saxon saints were complex, socially significant individuals. Among those declared saints during the early medieval period, we encounter the full range of human achievements and failings. Every one is driven by those basic characteristics that bind humanity together across centuries: the desire for love, fame, adulation, power, wealth, legacy. Many Anglo-Saxon saints are especially pious, and do or say things that set them apart, making them worthy of particular attention both during their lifetime and beyond. But most are wrapped up in the politics and power of their time: players on a bloody and often morally questionable stage.

The lines between secular and sacred, the worldly and the otherworldly, are incredibly hard to define in the early medieval period. A king could be a saint, and a bishop could rule like a king. The idea that someone could be declared a saint simply due to popularity is something that is hard to grasp from our twenty-first century perspective. To us, the word saint presumes that the individual commemorated was particularly pious and holy. But sanctity in the early medieval period was equivalent to notoriety. And the treatment of their cult after death is also hard to fathom from our modern perspective. Why did cult centres arise and why did medieval people believe that the relics of saints had powers?

It might help to cite a modern equivalent. In 1997 Princess Diana died in a tragic car accident. She was a member of the royal family, mother to heirs to the throne, and of noble birth herself. She had lived her life in the glare of public attention, with both good and bad things written about her. She did many acts of kindness and magnanimity, but she also lived a very real life, complete with temptations and extravagances. She moved in circles alongside other important people, some of whom also performed good deeds, such as Mother Teresa and Nelson Mandela. Her unexpected death created a fascinating response around the world, as there was a mass outpouring of grief on an unprecedented scale. People travelled to her home to lay flowers, and there they wept for a woman they might not have known personally, but with whom they felt a connection. And after her death there followed a long and complicated process of blame, forgiveness and, eventually, an attempt to commemorate her. The Diana Memorial was envisaged as a point of convergence for modern-day pilgrims.

Go back ten centuries and Diana would most probably have been declared a saint. A cult certainly would have grown up around her. She would have been buried at the heart of a new ecclesiastical complex, her relics on display to offer the visitor the hope of divine intervention and miracles. That she hasn’t been declared a saint can be explained by two factors: the rigour with which canonisations are treated in modern times has led to far fewer saints; and our notions of what constitutes a saint have changed as we have moved towards a more secular world, where the Christian Church in many countries has less control over worldly matters. Yet her example should highlight some of the problems that have arisen in terms of defining the word ‘saint’ within the medieval period. It encompasses notions of piety, virtuous living and generosity, but it is also wrapped up in celebrity, public profile and social status.

This book will look at men and women who were celebrated as saints during a time when the process of canonisation was not formalised. Now it is a laborious and complex process, with an entire branch of the Vatican – the Congregation for the Causes of the Saints – dedicated to working through reams of evidence and numerous claims. To be declared a saint, an individual has to have been dead for at least five years,14 and be proved beyond scientific doubt to have performed miracles. This was not the case in the medieval period. Hundreds of people could be declared saints every decade, and they made up ‘the blessed dead in heaven’ (OED), of which there are many thousands.

In many ways, the saints discussed in this book, particularly those who were intimately bound up with the ruling powers of the time, share characteristics and narratives with other figures from their lifetime. But the fact that they had a role within the Church meant that their stories were recorded with the stylistic formulae and narrative flourishes that had originated with the first martyrs and, further back still, the Bible. One text which seems to have influenced Anglo-Saxon writers significantly was the Life of St Martin (the Bishop of Tours known as ‘the hammer of the heretics’, who died around AD 397), written by Sulpicius Severus. Another was the Life of St Anthony, the desert hermit who died in AD 373.15 Echoes of these exemplary saintly texts resonate through the written lives of Anglo-Saxon saints, and it often appears that writers were using narratives and symbols that were recognisable of the genre, rather than rooted in reality. The saints could become characters in a broader fictional genre, and loosen ties with actual living individuals.

Why do Saints Matter?

In some cases the information written about a particular saint is fragmentary, a mere reference. But this has prevented their names from being lost among the millions of anonymous men and women who lived alongside them. This fact, combined with the faith of the Christian communities that kept their memory alive for centuries, ensures that they serve as identifiable individuals, intimately connected with the periods in which they lived. That they were considered ‘sacred’, and their bodies thought to be able to exert power by performing miracles and ensuring pilgrimage for long after their death, also made the preservation of their memory expedient. As Robert Bartlett says: ‘of all the religions, Christianity is the one most concerned with dead bodies’.16 This fascination with not just the saintly lives of the individuals covered by this book, but also with their physical remains, meant that, unlike the majority of secular figures, their legacy continued after their death in a very real sense.

The communities in which they had lived, and the people that would benefit from developing a focal point for worship after their death, could engineer cults. Official saints’ lives were written, relics were made from the individual’s body parts or possessions, and the sites connected with them were enlarged to accommodate the streams of pilgrims they hoped to entice with promises of miracles. Sanctity was big business, and relics would change hands for the sort of money today associated with a Picasso painting. Medieval pilgrims were the equivalent of modern-day tourists, bringing wealth and investment to the communities that housed the relics of saints.

Saints and their relics were important because they enhanced the prestige of local churches, monasteries and towns or provinces. And their significance was not lost on the political decision makers of early medieval England. Bodies could be moved and stories modified to ensure that a particular site (perhaps a struggling monastery or a church that had suffered a scandal) could be tied to a particular saint. There is a trend during the tenth century towards royal patrons nurturing those saints’ cults that enhanced the special status of the royal line.17 This was an exercise in PR and advertising, and the trappings of a saint’s cult were meticulously designed to create new centres of power.

But saints were not just politically and economically important. They were the linchpin of belief for many Christians. Saints were understood to have gained a special communion with God, which entitled them to sit by Him at the Day of Judgement, and to intercede on behalf of other people with Him. Early medieval Christians were fixated on the coming of the end of days, and missionaries and evangelists were racing against time to draw people to the ‘true faith’ to save their souls from eternal damnation. Saints played their part, both as missionaries themselves and as a conduit for Christians to help them reach salvation. They were spiritually elevated, and praying to a particular saint could ensure that a message would be received more effectively by God. Maximus of Turin wrote:

The martyrs will keep guard over us, who live with our bodies, and they will take us into their care … Here they prevent us from falling into sinful ways, there they will protect us from the horrors of hell.18

The divide between living and dead was less fixed then, and the saints acted as portals between the two. There are clearly links between the veneration of saints and the setting up of household deities in earlier societies. This fact was not lost on later Protestant reformers, who saw the cult of saints as a superstitious barrier to individual communion with the divine. They would cite biblical quotations like ‘There is one God and one mediator between God and man, the man Christ Jesus’ (1 Timothy 2:5) to undermine the roles of saints as mediators.19 Yet the saints were passionately believed in by early Christians, not least because of their capacity to perform miracles, both during their lives and after death.

The supernatural nature of miracles is proclaimed throughout the Gospels, as Christ performs feats of magic by raising Lazarus from the dead and healing the blind, sick and infirm. Indeed, in very early wall paintings of Christ performing miracles he is shown with a wand, a symbol of his magical role as healer. That saints could perform miracles in imitation of Christ is one of the central themes in hagiographical texts. These miracles could take on many complexions; so Cuthbert gains the respect of ravens, while a clod of earth where Oswald’s body was washed prevents a building from being completely consumed by fire. It was this belief in the efficiency of relics to continue performing miracles that enhanced the cult of saints.

There was a transcendental element to saintly relics, which was connected with the position of the saint in heaven. Individuals could possess their own relics, or seek to be buried near to the site of a saint, in the hope that, when God called all the faithful together at the Day of Judgement, their proximity to a part of a saint would bring them closer to Him. It is possible to see relics as a form of fast-track ticket to a privileged place in heaven. A saint’s body would be brought back together in perfection after death, and if a wealthy Anglo-Saxon could die possessing a part of that saint, then they would be drawn towards him or her at the end of days.

Saints did matter profoundly in a spiritual sense to those who believed in them during the early medieval period, and they continue to matter to those who believe in them today. Christians across the world still report miraculous cures at the hands of holy people, as well as weeping statues and bleeding pictures. Saints, sanctity, relics and an unerring belief in the tenets of the Christian faith remain entrenched throughout the world. Saints lived in the real world, as this study will prove, but their role in the afterworld was equally, if not more, important to the Anglo-Saxons who believed in them, treasured them and venerated them.

Anglo-Saxon Saints: Fact and Fiction

This study will look at individual saints chronologically, and attempt to untangle historical fact from the web of myths and legends that have grown up around their names. There is a sense of a developing narrative among the saints. They move from the early martyrs, like St Alban, to the missionary fervour of St Augustine, and are replaced by theological scholarship in the time of Bede, before moving on to the intimate relationship secured between Church and State displayed between King Edgar and Athelwold. A similar development could be charted by focusing on the reigns of kings or royal houses. But I want to give insights into the world of Anglo-Saxon England by looking at a group of people who are arguably well known, but have secured their legacy through texts that often don’t present reality.

The earliest saint covered by this book, Alban, was not an Anglo-Saxon, but his legacy was given muscle most significantly by later Anglo-Saxon rulers and churchmen. He was a martyr, prepared to die for his faith, and his story is recounted with an almost macabre celebration of suffering. Brigid, Patrick and Ninian similarly predate the Anglo-Saxon period, but their roles in developing the Celtic form of Christianity, which was to exert such an influence on the early Church in England, is of paramount importance. What’s more, aspects of their cults, such as Brigid’s association with a pagan goddess and Patrick’s political game-playing, make them fascinating characters who encapsulate a great deal about the way conversion developed within the British Isles.

The importance of Gregory the Great and Columba centres on the early Roman and Irish missions to the pagan English. Columba, an exile and member of the powerful Uí Néill clan, set up the influential monastery of Iona, while the Roman mission made inroads to the south, particularly in Kent. While superficially very distinct characters, with Columba exemplifying the Irish tradition and Pope Gregory a sophisticated Roman with the most powerful job in Christendom, a strength of will and desire to evangelise ran through the veins of both men. With Cuthbert, the peace-weaver, the two approaches appear deliberately harmonised, and cult objects like the Lindisfarne Gospels exemplify attempts by the Anglo-Saxon Church to bring the two disparate approaches of the Irish and Roman parties closer together.

From the seventh century onwards, Anglo-Saxon saints would grow in power, influence and intellect. Hilda and Aethelthryth were female saints in a male-dominated world. Originally members of royal households, they gained autonomy by becoming abbesses of their own monastic communities. Their influence was so great that Hilda’s site at Whitby was chosen as the location for the decisive Synod of Whitby. Here, the inimitable Saint Wilfrid had a platform to empower both himself and the papacy, securing the backing of the Northumbrian royal family and ensuring primacy of Roman practices over Irish ones.

With characters like Bede and Alcuin, the story shifts from one of conversion to one of consolidation. Bede was declared a Doctor of the Church, and remains the only British person to receive this title. His monastery of Wearmouth–Jarrow was at the heart of a publishing campaign that resulted in the oldest surviving single copy of the Bible, and a collection of bestselling works penned by Bede himself. Similarly, the Northumbrian monk Alcuin became one of the most sought-after minds of his time. He was headhunted by the Emperor Charlemagne to become a foremost force behind the Carolingian Renaissance.

Viking raids on monasteries from the eighth century onwards affected both Anglo-Saxon Church and State. Alfred the Great’s efforts halted the complete conquest of England by Danes and propped up the failing Church. With royal backing the Anglo-Saxon Church would again become a force to be reckoned with. King Edgar realised the value of creating a close relationship with monks and clergy, and gave his support to the campaigns of Athelwold, Dunstan and Oswald. Leaders of the Benedictine Reform, which saw the variety of early monasteries honed into a more manageable and compliant form, they developed an intellectual and artistic campaign, led by an army of monks, which was to be the final flowerings of Anglo-Saxon saints. With Edward the Confessor, the narrative finally shifts away from Britain, towards the Continent, until ultimately Anglo-Saxon sanctity came to an abrupt end.

The lives of saints act as a lens through which broader social, historical, religious and artistic changes can be focused. They were the movers and shakers, the decision makers of their time. This is not intended as an exhaustive list of every Anglo-Saxon saint recorded, but rather a web of those individuals whose lives, locations and stories weave together to bring the time into focus. A favourite saint may well have been overlooked, but with the hundreds of men and women recognised as saints between the fourth and eleventh centuries, it’s important to concentrate carefully on a few, rather than provide a cursory glimpse of many.

That said, in relation to their private lives there are some things that would have been common to all of them. In terms of the food they ate, the sort of clothes they wore and the buildings they lived in, there would be minor variations, yet there were many things they shared in common. The Anglo-Saxons ate a good deal of meat (pigs, goats, deer, sheep and cows), poultry (ducks, chicken and geese), fish (herring, eel, pike, salmon and roach) and shellfish (oysters, cockles and mussels), but fruit and vegetables formed the staple diet of most.20 They did not have potatoes, tomatoes, bananas, lemons or other imported variants. Even native vegetables, like carrots, would have looked different – less orange, and rather small and purpled. They also ate wild garlic, onion, leeks and legumes. In terms of crops, wheat was cultivated for bread, barley was used for brewing beer and oats fed livestock.

The majority of Anglo-Saxons’ hot dishes would have been stews or broths made in a cauldron over an open fire. Bread could be baked in a clay oven or over a griddle, with flour ground either by water mills or hand querns. They could have flavoured dishes with home-grown herbs like dill and thyme, or used some imported spices, like ginger, cinnamon and pepper. Drinks like cider and mead could be sweetened with honey, but beer was drunk most regularly. Some wine may have been consumed, but the skills to make it in the British Isles died out with the Romans.

Everything was used to good effect, so a sheep could provide wool while alive, and meat and skins when killed. Likewise, a cow would be used for milk, leather and beef, while bones and horns could be used for drinking vessels or for carved objects like buckles and pins. Even the blood would be collected and used to make a form of black pudding. The wealthier the person, the more meat they would eat, and some high-class banquets would run to many courses, featuring elaborately spiced and flavoured dishes. But the majority of the saints featured in this book would have lived on a more modest diet, dictated by the seasons and the landscape.

Anglo-Saxon buildings were predominantly timber, with wattle and daub walls and thatched roofs. They tended to be designed on a 2:1 ratio, so were rectangular. At the heart of these halls was the hearth, which provided heat, food and light. Smaller grubenhaus would often be found in settlements, with sunken floors and pitched timber and thatched sides. These seem to have been the site of industrial activities like weaving, pottery making and metalworking. Our saints would have slept on a wooden-framed bed if they were fortunate, with a mattress stuffed with wool, and blankets for warmth. Their clothing would have been woollen too, although some of the wealthier saints would have had silk trimmings, gold thread and jewels stitched into their garments.

The social structure was hierarchical; at the top were kings and their relatives; ealdormen or nobility below, who governed sections of land, imparted justice and organised taxes; thegns, who propped up the military aspects of Anglo-Saxon society; then the ceorls, freedmen, farmers and craftsmen who worked the land and managed the production of everything from leather shoes to high status jewellery. Life in an Anglo-Saxon settlement would have depended on the passage of time. As the sun moved over the homes it would determine where light would fall, and after dark the only illumination would be the central hearth and possibly candles. Existence depended on the elements, as a harsh wind or a passing frost could destroy a year’s worth of crops or wipe out timber houses. The relationship between man and the natural environment was far closer than that of our modern way of life, and this is reflected in the lives of many of the saints. Not only did they straddle the earthly and the divine, but here on earth they had to exist in fine balance between a world created by man and one created by God.

Speaking Across Time: Why the Saints are Relevant Today

Saints and relics are shrouded in a world view that seems almost lost, and so it is tempting to perceive the miracles, piety and especial sanctity attributed to them as echoes of a latent ignorance endemic among the medieval populace. To do so is to misunderstand both ourselves and our predecessors. It presupposes an intellectual sophistication in the present day that far outreaches even the most intelligent of our ancestors. True, there have been developments, and knowledge is progressed by standing on the shoulders of giants that have gone before. But this attitude undermines the levels of intellectual rigour and virtuosity that could be reached within different historical periods. Every age produces great minds, and to dismiss those of the medieval period as simply superstitious and ignorant is to display an astonishing arrogance in our own time. We have not reached the zenith of knowledge, and more will come after us.

Our ideas of sanctity have changed over a millennium. As the cults of heroes, the divine right of kings and the role of geniuses have been eroded by modern developments in philosophy and politics, so the majority of people in Britain today have developed scepticism and disregard for both religious and social hierarchy. Salient historical moments like the French Revolution and the English Civil War, which led to devolved rights for the monarchy, have eroded attitudes of deference across the social spectrum. In terms of religion, the increasing atheism of the last century has led to the Christian faith being treated with disregard at best, and with loathing at worst. This is all part of an inevitable flux towards modernity, but these changes have a retrogressive effect in terms of our present-day attitudes towards the past.

Yet it is a central premise when studying the past to remember that humanity never changes beyond recognition, and regardless of the seeming differences between people past and present, basic human interests remain largely the same.

The past is not so different from our present. There are many things that bind us together across the ages. There were differences, but they would be no more startling than travelling to an unknown part of the world today. The fundamental human concerns remain the same. The desire for love, power, wealth, prestige, fame, security, children, a home … these preoccupy the majority of people today. So do the more mundane issues like making clothes, preparing meals, educating children and looking after the sick or infirm.

The Anglo-Saxon saints are separated from us in time and ideology. Yet we would recognise their emotions, understand their concerns and relate to their challenges. So this book is primarily an attempt to remove the veil of mystique and fantasy that the historical past can hold, and make the saints people with whom we can identify today. Finding out what motivated them in life and what characteristics they displayed will inevitably be founded on conjecture, as it is impossible to know for sure what a person alive over a millennium ago was really like. The journey into their lifetime, however, can be illuminating and exciting. At times certain characters really do emerge from the ageing pages of vellum and speak to us across the centuries.


Chapter One

Alban: Dying for Faith

‘The head of the most courageous martyr [St Alban] was struck off, and here he received the crown of life, which God has promised to those who love Him. But he who gave the wicked stroke, was not permitted to rejoice over the deceased; for his eyes dropped upon the ground together with the blessed martyr’s head.’

Bede, Ecclesiastical History of the English People.1






Alban was a rebel, a non-conformist and a religious activist. He died for his faith; a faith whose founder also died for his beliefs by being crucified. Although not an Anglo-Saxon (he was Romano-British), he was England’s first saint and martyr. Blood and bones lie at the heart of Alban’s story, so the natural starting point for understanding this earliest of English saints is to visit the site of his tomb and remains. However, as with the majority of saints, Alban’s body was destroyed during the Reformation. Now a reliquary containing a single shoulder blade is all that sits in the heart of the magnificent cathedral in the centre of the ancient city that still bears his name.

St Albans wears its history on its sleeve. Following brown heritage signs towards ‘Roman Verulamium’, the traveller winds past medieval gateways, the bishop’s palace and historic watermills. Different-coloured stones and styles of architecture jostle next to one another, vying for supremacy and providing a visual narrative for the city’s evolution over two millennia. The mismatched grey stones of the ruinous Roman wall clashes with the cracked wooden beams of Britain’s oldest pub, Ye Olde Fighting Cocks, and the elegant cream Palladian façade of the Old Town Hall. This is a place of contrasts, and a place where the passage of time plays out before your eyes.

The undulating roads are disorientating, and the towers of the cathedral at the heart of the city dip in and out of view as visitors follow in the footsteps of Alban himself and thousands of later pilgrims, moving from the remains of the Roman town Verulamium in the south-west towards the later-sprawling ecclesiastical centre. There is a sense of dramatic climax for the modern-day tourist on approaching the grand west front of the cathedral, getting ever closer to the bones of the martyr. The Norman building, with its mismatched brickwork, square, crenellated central tower and rebuilt Gothic West End, emerges out of oak trees; it seems implanted on the landscape, and embraced by the city. Within the very heart of the cathedral St Alban’s now empty tomb nestles behind the high altar, presented in Romanesque luxury within its own quiet sanctuary.

Being under twenty miles from London, St Albans is a desirable place to live. Indeed, its location has secured its continual importance. The Celtic Catuvellauni tribe had their major settlement just a mile to the west of the present-day city, and Roman Verulamium was second only to London and Cirencester in terms of size and importance. The Magna Carta was drafted here, and St Albans School is the only one in the English-speaking world to have educated a pope. Yet, while the name of the city is well known, the character behind the name, St Alban himself, remains frustratingly inaccessible.

What we do know is that the Alban who became England’s earliest saint is remembered as a convert from Romano-British paganism to Christianity during a time of great change and unrest. He lived during the third to fourth centuries, when the Romans in Britain had absorbed Celtic culture beneath their mantle and seemed all-powerful. Yet this was a time when, spiritually, people were searching for alternatives to the stagnant imperial cult.2 Across the Empire new religious groups emerged with mysterious rituals, like those focused on eastern deities such as Mithras, or the Egyptian goddess Isis. Among these mystery cults, a seemingly innocuous group emerged who celebrated the coming of the Messiah predicted by the Jewish faith, and focused on a poor man from Galilee named Jesus. Although their impact was minimal in the first century after their founder’s death, Christians soon began to permeate society, particularly because they had to be literate in order to read their sacred texts, and their literacy made them valuable civil servants.

Yet their beliefs made them different. Because they were monotheistic and held to the commandment that they should worship no other gods, they were seen as dissenters. Across the Roman Empire, Christians were persecuted and died for their faith.

Certain emperors were more vehement than others in pursuing and punishing Christians, the most infamous of which is Diocletian, who in AD 303 issued the ‘Edict against the Christians’. This demanded that books and buildings were destroyed, and Christians were not allowed to gather together. There were attacks against the Emperor in response to the edict, and widespread executions followed. Diocletian’s own butler, Peter Cubicularius, met a particularly grisly end, as he was stripped, strung up and had the flesh torn away from his bones. Then salt and vinegar were rubbed into his open wounds, before he was finally boiled alive.

Diocletian had good political reasons for punishing Christians: they were non-conformists. Other religious groups, particularly those with polytheistic elements like the cults of Isis or Mithras, were shown a greater degree of tolerance. The essential premise of worshipping the Emperor was upheld throughout the Empire, and as long as people were willing to recognise him and sacrifice to his image, their individual faiths were less worrisome. But at the very heart of Christianity and Judaism, in the Ten Commandments lies the refusal to sacrifice to false gods.

It is this rejection of divinities other than the one Christian God that led to the early martyrdoms, since this refusal to conform to the state and its official religion was subversive. Martyrs, however, chose to embrace a heroic death in the eyes of their followers, and the cults that grew up around them were similarly a form of dissension against the Empire. These hero-saints laid the foundations for future attitudes that bound sanctity to suffering, self-deprivation to divinity and fortitude to fortune. Alban was one such martyr-saint. By opposing the Roman authorities he was refusing to subscribe to the status quo. He died because he chose Christianity, but the stance he was taking was more than religious. He was standing up to an oppressive dictatorship, which had transformed Britain and subjected its native people. He was a political activist prepared to die for what he believed in.

Who was Alban?

Saint Alban was a Roman-Briton who was killed by Roman authorities for refusing to sacrifice to the Roman gods. According to the earliest sources, he lived and died in Verulamium, close to the cathedral in the town that still bears his name. His cult was not forgotten, despite the fact that the site of his martyrdom moved from Roman hands to those of pagan Anglo-Saxon for some two centuries. The memory of the place where he died and the major events leading to his death was transmitted down the centuries like an elaborate Chinese whisper. His is a story of conversion, fanatical dedication, persecution and martyrdom. His is the story of the earliest Christians in Britain, and an echo of the cults that emerged across Europe in the first flowerings of this new religion. To date he has been consistently put forward as a replacement for St George as patron saint of England.

The story of Alban states that he took in and gave shelter to a fugitive priest who was hiding from the authorities.3 The priest stayed with him, and in this time Alban became enchanted by the new religion he preached. When he was finally discovered, Alban managed to deceive the authorities by switching his clothes with the priest’s, and went with the soldiers in his place. This deception, and his declaration that he would not sacrifice to the old gods, but instead embrace the new Christian God, led to his martyrdom. This is the little of his life that has been repeated down the centuries.

According to this account, Alban must have been brave to give sanctuary to a Christian during a time of persecution, and open-minded – or possibly easily led – to be influenced by what was an outlawed religion. He was outspoken too – unafraid to stand up to the inquisition of the authority figures in his Roman town – and so bloody-minded that he refused to take the easier route of public sacrifice, instead choosing a painful death over life. He was a religious fanatic, dying for his faith as religious martyrs continue to do today. Alban could even be seen to represent the notion of jihād, ‘striving or resisting in the name of God’.4 It can be hard to fathom why people embrace martyrdom, but for Alban death was a release that allowed the promise of greater reward in the afterlife.

Saint Alban takes us back beyond the boundaries of the Anglo-Saxon period (traditionally beginning in the fifth century), to the earlier Roman, and even Celtic, roots of the country. While not an Anglo-Saxon saint, much of Alban’s life and legacy were recorded and crafted by later Christian Anglo-Saxons, and what we know of Britain’s protomartyr can help illuminate the cultural and religious climate that the early Anglo-Saxon settlers encountered when they settled in England. During his lifetime Christians were persecuted, but there was also a climate of religious change, evolution and syncretism.

Around the end of the third and beginning of the fourth centuries, the religious complexion of the Roman Empire was changing. This was seen clearly in art, where the imagery of different cults was drawn together in an attempt to find common ground, with the prevailing interest in salvation and life after death. This could explain why St Alban was persuaded by the Christian priest he gave refuge to that the saving message of Christianity was pertinent and worth dying for. He may have listened to the prayers of the renegade priest and found the ideas attractive. Alban can be seen as a rebel, defying the establishment, and a convert, entranced by a basic understanding of a faith he had only recently accepted. When we compare this with the lure of religious cults or the campaigns of ISIS today, the similarities are compelling.

On the Trail of Alban

The earliest saints were made of stern stuff, and so were the readers of their hagiographies. Some saints’ lives make for unsettling reading, with detailed descriptions of the torture and suffering they endured. The Gothic tastes of later centuries, and the fascination with blood and horror that continues today, was just as strong in the Anglo-Saxon period, and saints’ lives were the main conduit for these visceral narratives. The details surrounding St Alban’s martyrdom are shrouded in mystery, but at the heart of his story lies a bloody and dramatic death, complete with his beheading and the executioner’s eyes popping out as soon as he delivered the deadly blow. Despite these seemingly detailed observations, the majority of what we know about Alban the man is dressed up in hagiographical finery crafted many centuries after his death.

It is still uncertain which phase of Roman persecution he died under. While the notorious acts of Diocletian in AD 303 have been a popular theory, more recent research suggests that he may have died in an earlier wave, coordinated either by Decius, emperor from AD 249 to 51, or Valerian, AD 253 to 60.5 It is a frustrating fact that, when studying early medieval texts and individuals, dating can prove almost impossible. Alban may have lived within a hundred-year time span – between the third and fourth centuries – which is as vague as saying Winston Churchill may have lived between the 1880s and the 1980s. So much can change in the course of a century, and while these incredibly broad chronological scales have to be accepted by scholars, it makes any accurate context for the saint’s life difficult to establish.

The first surviving textual reference to Alban is in a text written around AD 396 by a bishop of Rouen called Victricius.6 He had travelled to Britain to settle a dispute that had arisen between the bishops – an indication that Christianity was established enough by the end of the fourth century for bishops to be settled across the land. Victricius doesn’t mention Alban by name, but does record that there was a native saint who ‘told rivers to draw back’, and this detail connects him with later versions of the story. However, the first named reference to him comes from a fifth-century text written about another saint, The Life of St Germanus. There are only passing references to Alban, since the majority of the text focuses on the work of the Gaulish bishop Germanus in refuting the Pelagian heresy that had been spreading through Britain around AD 429.

The author of this heresy, Pelagius, was most probably British, and he called for greater austerity in the Church, a stronger sense of free will, and argued against predestination as set out by St Augustine.7 He was very popular in Britain, but his claims made him heretical in the eyes of the papacy. Throughout the wider Christian world, Britain was starting to be connected with practices that were deemed unacceptable, and the Orthodox Church intervened directly. Germanus was sent to St Albans to combat the followers of Pelagius, and he conducted a successful diplomatic mission by preaching to the Britons and turning them away from Pelagius. There may even be the remains of a large open space in the fifth-century town where Germanus met with the Britons – archaeological evidence for a papal mission to direct the early British Christians away from the stain of heresy.

The Gaulish bishop found an opportunity to focus the British away from the heretical Pelagius and connect them instead with a far more acceptable rallying figure – the martyred saint, Alban. In a symbolic act, he opened Alban’s shrine and placed alongside the martyr the relics of the apostles. This piece of propaganda would have presented a powerful message for British Christians to follow the orthodox route.8 And what more orthodox a saint was there to follow than one who had died a traditional martyr’s death at the hands of Roman pagans like Christ himself? While the account from Saint Germanus’s Life does not reveal much about Alban, the important fact is that, by the fifth century, the saint was firmly linked with Verulamium, his cult was still active and he was seen as a fitting rallying point for the Church in England.

The British cleric Gildas also mentions Alban. He is a complex writer, and his sixth-century text On the Ruin and Conquest of Britain gives tantalising clues as to the state of the British Isles during a period of great social and cultural change. It is written as a sermon, and is full of dramatic language and hyperbole designed to give a ‘fire and brimstone’ account of the decline of Roman Britain, seen as the inevitable punishment for a weak and sinful people. While there are historical facts within the text, Gildas is primarily moralising, so his text has to be sieved through carefully, particularly when he is describing the life and death of a man who lived centuries earlier.

In terms of his account of St Alban, it is revealing in the first instance that he chose to include his martyrdom at all, since again it shows that the saint’s story was preserved down the centuries; Alban clearly mattered to the British. However, Gildas makes some interesting assumptions about the events of Alban’s death. For example, he describes how the saint separated the River Thames in a manner similar to that in which Moses opened up the Red Sea. Given that the river that runs through St Albans is a higher branch of the Thames known as the Ver, rather than the Thames proper, this casts some doubt on the accuracy of Gildas’s account. The importance of this act of draining the Ver, however, would not have been lost on the Romano-British living in the town at the time of Alban. The river was believed to be sacred, and many finds have been discovered there, which suggests that Britons made offerings to it and valued it highly. Gildas’s account of the saint manipulating the sacred river would have been a powerful sign of his sanctity in early medieval Britain.

The primary author on the majority of early Anglo-Saxon saints’ lives is the Venerable Bede. This one writer is the all-pervading voice underlying all work on early medieval Britain, and this study is no exception. Without Bede’s Ecclesiastical History of the English People we would be able to reconstruct only a fraction of the dates, names and events of significance from the so-called Dark Ages. We would be greatly impoverished without his accounts of Anglo-Saxon saints, too. Yet it does rather leave us at his mercy. What Bede includes, or doesn’t include, in his texts has become canonical, and we depend on him for the foundations of many of our saints’ lives, not least that of the first British martyr and recorded saint.

The fact that Bede wrote about Alban in the eighth century, while the saint himself was most probably martyred in the third or fourth, suggests his legend had been continually transmitted. He records that, having protected a rebel priest and been entranced by his promises and practices, Alban put himself forward for martyrdom in his place. The text describes the ultimate heroic act of a martyr. They must ‘put on the armour of spiritual warfare’. Alban is following the example of St Paul, whose revelations on the road to Damascus had become the defining example of conversion from the Roman way to the Christian.

Interestingly, Alban is asked by the Roman official ‘of what family or race are you?’ This brings into sharp relief the redundancy of national boundaries and geographical concepts of countries that we hold to in our modern world. In the late antique and early medieval world there were no maps, and loyalties or allegiances were determined by whom you were related to, or whom you owned fealty to through social ties. National identities were not a priority, but kinship and bonds (religious, political, economic or social) were.

Bede’s A History of the English Church and People helped develop a radical new conception of identity, which was partly intended as a national manifesto, to give a sense of Christian English identity in the eighth century. Alban’s response to the Roman official’s question in this context is entirely fitting. ‘What does it concern you,’ he said, ‘of what stock I am? If you desire to hear the truth of my religion, be it known to you that I am now a Christian, and bound by Christian duties.’ Whatever Alban’s real response to the judge, which is no doubt lost to the sands of time, Bede’s treatment of England’s primary martyr reflects his significance as the major saint of the nation, and as a rallying point for a sense of Christian camaraderie rather than tribal individuality.

Alban: Resident of Verulamium

Bede records that Alban was an inhabitant of the Roman town of Verulamium, a strategically important place given its location along Watling Street and its links with the powerful British Catuvellauni tribe. There is strong archaeological proof for the location of the Romano-British town, which includes complex villa mosaics, and there is evidence of surviving Celtic practices alongside Roman innovations.9 The earlier Celtic settlement was significant, as indicated by the destruction of Verulamium by Boudicca in the revolts of AD 61. Her tribe, the Iceni, led an angry retaliation against the Catuvellauni because of their willing subservience to their Roman overlords, and by razing the city to the ground she was able to break contact between Londinium and the Roman holdings along Watling Street. Verulamium was wealthy and self-sufficient, as indicated by the fact that it was able to quickly rebuild itself after Boudicca’s fires and another later attack in AD 160. This Roman town held great significance; it was powerful, prosperous and a thriving centre where Roman urban development met with Celtic national identity.
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This plan of Roman Verulamium shows how it was arranged on a grid pattern, with the forum at the centre. Watling Street runs right through the centre of the town, and the River Ver bends around the northern half. Alban was martyred towards the north-east of the town, outside the walls, which is where the present-day cathedral stands.



This was where Bede says Alban lived and died. By the fourth century, Verulamium was the third-largest town in Britain after London and Cirencester, with a population of around 10,000. Having been damaged by fire twice, its timber buildings were mostly rebuilt in the third century in stone, and larger private dwellings were constructed. Alban would have walked down the grid-like street system, past stone façades and a combination of Roman and British households. Fragments of lavish wall paintings have been discovered at the site, which depict candelabra, garlands of flowers, pheasants and panthers.10 A magnificent theatre dominated the town, and at its heart a thriving market centre, perhaps the most important in Roman Britain, flourished. The villas boasted fine mosaics, Italian marble and a piped water supply.

Information about Romano-British Verulamium can shed greater light on the life of St Alban. By combining the archaeological evidence with later textual evidence, some semblance of the life and times of the saint emerge. The town was wealthy, with monumental arches at the entrances to Watling Street and grand public spaces including a forum and a number of temples. The theatre complex at Verulamium was extensive, and could accommodate up to 7,000 spectators. It would have been used for plays and gladiatorial events, including trials against animals. The location of the temple right next to the theatre suggests it was also used for religious ceremonies.

The story of Alban states that he had a house in which he protected the hiding Christian priest, so it is tempting to speculate if his home resembled those discovered in the Roman town. Of those excavated, many were large and grand, with well-wrought mosaic floors and painted walls. There was an elite residential area to the south-east of the town, and one villa in particular (Building 2 in Insula XXVII) had twenty-two rooms and a colonnaded corridor wrapped around a courtyard. The town had a number of temples, which served the pagan Romano-British population. Yet, while there is little evidence for Christianity within Verulamium, and no definitive early church, there is an interesting fixation with issues of salvation and the afterlife evinced in some of the images discovered in the town, which may give a context for Alban’s conversion.

The location of where Alban was martyred, and where his cult eventually grew up, relies partly on Bede’s account and perhaps latent memories of the site. This is not far-fetched, since the sites of martyrs’ deaths and burials had been preserved in the memories of Christians. The great basilical complex at St Peter’s has, beneath its foundation stones, the remnants of the earlier cemetery outside the walls of the city of Rome, and evidence suggests that St Peter was killed and buried at that site.

Similarly, Alban was taken outside of the city towards the arena, perhaps for his death to act as a form of entertainment. Bede records: ‘Being led to execution, he came to a river, which, with a most rapid course, ran between the wall of the town and the arena where he was to be executed.’ Recent excavations have revealed a Roman cemetery beneath the south cloister of the current cathedral, so it seems likely that this is the location, outside of the city walls, where Alban was buried.11 What’s more, when Alban got to the site of his martyrdom, he called for refreshment and a spring miraculously appeared. There is a spring of water – now known as Holywell Hill – alongside the current cathedral.

The cathedral is on the other side of the River Ver to the Roman city, and sits on a slope outside the original Roman walls. Bede’s description of the site of Alban’s martyrdom bears many similarities with the area around St Albans Cathedral, which still holds the saint’s tomb:12

‘the reverend confessor, accompanied by the multitude, ascended a hill, about 500 paces from the place, adorned, or, rather clothed with all kinds of flowers, having its sides neither perpendicular, nor even craggy, but sloping down into a most beautiful plain, worthy from its lovely appearance to be the scene of a martyr’s sufferings.’

Alban’s Changing World

The original saints were seen as heroes. The men and women who were burnt on fires, run through with swords and consumed by wild beasts were celebrated for the example they set to other Christians; and on a more basic level, they were enjoyed for the entertainment their exciting stories provided. Their written lives emerged from the centuries of persecution endured by martyrs in the early years of the Christian Church. The rise in saints during the third century coincided with tumultuous times within the Roman Empire. The martyrdom of Alban suggests that the religious unrest on the Continent had spread to Britain, which had otherwise been a loyal and relatively peaceful part of the empire for some 200 years.

The power of Rome was imprinted upon Britain from AD 43, when the armies of Emperor Claudius successfully suppressed the native Celtic Britons and imposed imperial taxes upon the majority of what roughly constitutes modern-day England. There was some opposition, and uprisings like those of Boudicca and the Iceni in AD 61 presented a formidable challenge to the Roman armies. But, on the whole, many aspects of Roman life were absorbed by the native Celtic population, and they adapted to the pressures exerted upon them in terms of taxation and urban development.

The Celts were not a homogenous and unified race, but rather a set of distinct tribes with links across northern Europe and Asia. Before the arrival of the Romans, Britain was composed of many separate Celtic tribes, each of which fiercely defended their borders and had separate identities from one another. However, there were unifying features between the tribes, most obviously in their language, religion and art. They were the people of the Iron Age; they set up megalithic structures, lived predominantly in round houses and created fine jewellery and armour. Their art was that of metalworking, where circular motifs – including the whorl, spiral and triskele – created patterns that contrasted light and dark areas. Understanding the Celts is essential in terms of examining Anglo-Saxon England, since their presence is never fully eradicated. When the Angles, Saxons and Jutes arrived in England they lived alongside native Celts, Romanised by three centuries of occupation, but still distinct in terms of the language they spoke, the clothes they wore and the religious beliefs they held to.

The early Celts practised a religion focused on Druid priests and a pantheon of gods connected to the natural landscape. While there was regional variety, there was enough homogeneity to speak of ‘Celtic polytheism’ as a formalised religion.13 There are certain gods and goddesses whose names appear on a pan-European level, suggesting that they were major deities within the Celtic religion. These include Lugus, who has an Irish equivalent Lugh, and in Welsh was known as Lleu. Another central figure is the goddess Brigantia, whose name means ‘the one of high’, and whose legacy continued down the ages in the figure of the saint Brigid.14 However, it is difficult to know anything for certain of the religious practices of the Celts, since they left no written records. Roman and Greek sources state that the religious leaders were known as Druids, and that they performed human sacrifices. Archaeology provides tantalising glimpses of the spiritual world of the Celtic Britons, recorded in stone sculpture and found among early temples.

There is one place, however, where it is possible to witness the ways in which Celtic beliefs were melded with incoming Roman ones in a form of syncretism that illuminates both world views: the ruined remains at Bath. Here, a Roman town grew up on the site of a previously important Celtic settlement, centred on the natural springs, which were seen as divine. The compound name given to the site by the Romans was Aquae Sulis, and the central goddess worshipped at the temple was the otherwise unattested Sulis Minerva. This compound name suggests that the Roman goddess of the hearth, Minerva, was worshipped here alongside a Celtic equivalent. This form of syncretism is evidenced across the Roman Empire, where incoming troops encountered native deities and attempted to find an equivalent in their own pantheon. So, although we know little about the goddess Sulis, the assumption is that she may have been similar to Minerva in the minds of the incoming Romans.

The name Sulis is recorded in only one other instance, and is otherwise exclusively confined to the inscriptions found at Bath. This shows that the Celtic pantheon of gods and goddesses could include those that were specific to one place, particularly to a sacred shrine, grove or spring, which is borne out in the artistic styles represented at Roman Bath. There seems to have been a conscious effort to appease the local people in terms of the temple complex. In the classical world, the central temple building (known as the aedes) was believed to be the home of the deity, where they would live in statue form during the day and be revived behind closed doors. This explains the grandeur with which temple architecture was treated. Vitruvius’s Ten Books on Architecture, which travelled the length and breadth of the Empire with the Roman army and administrators, gives clear instructions on how a temple could be reproduced effectively in fora from Britain to Syria. The gods’ homes must outstrip all human buildings in beauty and grandeur.

When the forum complex at Bath was built, it needed to house a temple, but because of the syncretic nature of the goddess worshipped there, the building had to serve two functions. Outside in the courtyard animal sacrifice would have taken place on the altars, and offerings made to the goddess. The interior, however, was reserved for the priests and those who were allowed privileged access – namely, Romans. The head of the cult statue of the goddess that would have been housed within has fortunately survived. It shows that the original statue was classical, with naturalistic proportions and an attempt at realism. This is the art of Rome, derived from Greece, which prized harmonious representations of the human body.

In contrast, on the exterior of the temple, in the pediment, is a gorgon’s head. Unlike the Medusa type, this is male, appearing more similar to Green Man representations that have echoes from the Celtic past through medieval cathedrals and beyond. This face is more abstracted and visceral, with wide eyes and strands of beard and hair creating intricate patterns. It seems that the architects at work on this temple in Roman Britain may have sought an artistic syncretism to echo the name of the hybrid goddess – the interior boasting a classically inspired statue, with the exterior presenting a different face.
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All that remains of the cult statue of Sulis Minerva is a very rare gilt-bronze head. The aquiline nose, delicate hair and proportioned features all indicate that this was a fine piece of classical sculpture. In contrast, the stone gorgon head from the exterior pediment of the temple is more abstracted, with incised sections of hair and wide, deeply drilled eyes.



The incoming Romans accepted many local cults, and brought a variety of their own religious practices with them. Along Hadrian’s Wall (where as much as one tenth of the Roman army was stationed at one point), it is possible to see the extent of this diversity. Gods from the pagan pantheon, including the god of war, Mars, were venerated alongside other cults from the East, like Mithras. There is a large Mithraeum at Carrawburgh, which would have housed those military men dedicated to this elusive Eastern god, who shrouded their rituals in mystery. Another religious group was able to find a footing in Roman Britain under this climate of apparent tolerance: Christians. Indeed, a lead tablet from Aquae Sulis, written in reverse lettering, reflects the religious hybridity of third-century England:

Whether pagan or Christian, whether man or woman, whether boy or girl, whether slave or free, whoever has stolen from me, Annianus [son of] Matutina [?], six silver coins from my purse, you, Lady Goddess, are to exact [them] from him.15

It is clear that Christianity had arrived in Britain via Roman settlers by the third century, and it was able to set down roots more openly than in core areas like Rome. The later stories that grew up around the site of Glastonbury, which say that Joseph of Arimathea first brought Christianity to Britain and set up a religious site there, are probably the stuff of legend. But Christianity was definitely prevalent among the Romano-British population by the fourth century. However, although Christianity may have been one of the new cults practised alongside others, it was still a problematic religion at that time and could not sit comfortably alongside pantheonic faiths like those of the native Britons. While parts of the country were booming, with lavish villas erected and investment in infrastructure and architecture, there was an undercurrent of violence and persecution directed towards Christians. It’s onto this stage that St Alban steps.

What the evidence from Aquae Sulis emphasises is that, from the arrival of the Romans in the first century, mainland Britain was a complex place socially and religiously. While those in power were tied to a pan-European empire focused on Rome, the native people continued to revere their ancient gods while absorbing influences from abroad. This situation would be repeated when the Romans abandoned Britain, and those in power became pagan Anglo-Saxons. They too would absorb and assimilate elements of the native people they conquered. With Christianity, and the saints in particular, we can see the legacy of such earlier syncretism as aspects of the Romano-British past reappear. The ruins of Rome remained implanted on the landscape, and the Anglo-Saxons inherited this complex, diverse and cosmopolitan world.

Saint Alban in Context

The translation of Alban’s relics into a custom-built church was overseen by the great Anglo-Saxon King Offa in AD 793, some sixty years after Bede completed his account of the saint’s life. The event was full of symbolism and ceremony, as Offa was modelling his actions on those of worthy early Christian counterparts like Helena – the mother of Constantine – who ‘discovered’ the true cross and tomb of Christ in Jerusalem and had a huge church erected at the location. Offa, like Helena, claimed to have discovered the tomb of this important early martyr, and he was able to elevate his status by lavishing attention on the burial place of Alban. There’s an interesting connection between Helena and Britain, since a legend recorded by the twelfth-century historian Geoffrey of Monmouth states that she was the daughter of ‘Old King Cole’ of Colchester. This may not be entirely farcical, since Constantine’s father, Constantius Chlorus, was based in Britain for parts of his career; he died in York in AD 306, and could have met and married Helena there.

The man responsible for encouraging the spread of Christianity across the Roman Empire, Constantine, was declared emperor in York.16 Although Constantine only converted openly to Christianity at the end of his life, he set in motion changes that would lead it to become the dominant religion of the West. The first was the Edict of Milan in AD 313, which stopped the persecution of Christians. He then set about a building programme across the Empire, which saw the erection of huge basilical churches above the graves of saints and martyrs. The most famous is St Peter’s in Rome, but in the decades after his death other basilical churches went up over the major cemeteries around Rome, including San Sebastiano, San Lorenzo and Sant’Agnese. These churches set the blueprint for public Christian buildings across Europe, and in later centuries would be emulated by Anglo-Saxon Christians like Wilfrid and Athelwold.

The effects of the state sanctions that liberated Christians from a position of persecution were felt in Britain, where there is some of the earliest evidence for open practising of Christianity. At the Roman town of Silchester, a possible candidate for the earliest custom-built church was discovered on the south-east corner of the forum. The building has a nave and transepts, and at the end where an altar may have been is a mosaic featuring an equal-armed cross. Some doubt has now been cast on whether this was a church, but elsewhere around Roman Britain there is more evidence for early church buildings.

The earliest surviving Christian liturgical objects have also been found in Roman Britain. The Water Newton treasure contains votive offerings which could have been nailed to the wall of a church, many bearing Constantine’s banner of the Chi-Rho. A bowl with a Christian prayer inscribed on it was also found among the treasure, as well as a silver two-handled cantharus, which may have served as a chalice. The treasure has been dated to the fourth century, soon after Constantine issued his Edict of Milan. This suggests that Britain may already have had a community of Christians throughout the land, including individuals like Alban and the priest he defended, and that they began to express themselves more obviously through buildings and high-status objects very soon after persecution against them was halted.

One of the most intriguing pieces of evidence to survive and provide clues as to how Christians and Roman-Britons interacted with one another is the earliest identifiable depiction of Christ. The floor mosaic from Hinton St Mary, dated to around AD 350, provides a unique image of a male bust placed centrally in the composition and surrounded by other symbols and scenes.
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The Hinton St Mary Mosaic was discovered in Dorset in 1963, and is now displayed in the British Museum. It was part of a large floor mosaic within a villa complex. Christ is indicated by the letters Chi and Rho behind his head, and he is youthful and static.



The simple representation has been identified as Christ because behind his head are the Greek letters Chi and Rho: the first letters of the name Christos in Greek. He is clean-shaven, wears a tunic and has pomegranates either side of his head. These symbols would have recalled the story of Persephone’s descent into hell, but they have been reinterpreted here as a sign of the resurrection. The fact that Christ appears on a floor mosaic, where his face could potentially have been walked over, indicates that this is an early and experimental example. In later mosaics, like the fourth-century image from Santa Pudenziana in Rome – where Christ is shown dressed in gold, with a bejewelled cross hovering above his head – he was raised up to appear on walls in an apse, seated in majesty and surrounded by the saints.

In contrast, the Christ depicted in the Hinton St Mary Mosaic is youthful, beardless, unadorned and in the traditional guise of a Roman citizen. There are other indicators in the surrounding images that this is a transitional representation – an attempt to give a new visual language to Christianity. For example, the religious syncretism prevalent throughout the Roman Empire in the fourth century is evinced by the abutting of Christ’s portrait with one of Bellerophon riding Pegasus into battle with the Chimera. That this traditional classical scene can appear alongside an image of Christ may appear incongruous, but this blending of religious ideas was common in Roman Britain, and here a parallel is being drawn between the heroism of Bellerophon and Christ. He is not suffering pain through crucifixion, but instead is shown as a hero who defeated death and the devil.

Mosaics (now sadly lost, but recorded in some magnificent eighteenth-century lithographs) from Frampton show a similar combination of themes, in this case combining Bacchic/Orphic imagery with Christian/Gnostic. It has been suggested that this shows deliberate attempts in the decorative interiors of villas to create artistic schemes that would provoke discussion among the visitors and inhabitants regarding the evolution of religious ideas in the fourth century.17 Other symbols that surround Bellerophon at Frampton include the head of the god of the sea, Neptune, and canthari, which are the vessels used to mix water and wine in preparation for entertainment. These images could carry Christian meanings, since the connection of Neptune with water may suggest the rite of baptism, while the vessels to hold wine could refer to the Eucharistic chalice. Both these symbols are repeated in mosaics from Verulamium: this location seems to have reflected a similar interest in the potential to find shared meaning with Christian and pagan myths and ideas.

The mosaics from Verulamium show that the world Alban inhabited was filled with religious experimentation. He was an early Christian convert, and around him, in the town in which he lived, others were also grappling with the intellectual drift away from the old gods. It is important to appreciate how Christianity came to Britain, how it was accepted alongside the Celtic religion and how individuals like Alban became rallying points later for the Anglo-Saxon Church, since all these elements have a bearing on the rest of this study. The Romano-British past, combined with the arrival of Christianity, formed the foundation of the Anglo-Saxon period, and Alban is pivotal in understanding this.

Not only was Alban Britain’s first martyr, but within his lifetime Christianity emerged, evolved and began to set down roots. His story helps to explain the origins of Christian belief and worship in the British Isles. In Alban we also see the power of words in how a saint is remembered. If Alban lived today he would be cast as a religious fanatic, someone opposing the status quo and seeking death as a martyred hero. Parallels with modern equivalents are there – so-called martyrs continue to die in hope of a better afterlife, and their legacy becomes what they perceive as an act of bravery in an ongoing religious war. In sacrificing his life for his cause, Alban became a hero-martyr, and the Christians that have celebrated him down the ages should remember this, regardless of the hagiographic finery his story has been embroidered in by Bede and other Anglo-Saxon writers.

Yet alongside Alban’s more orthodox story of martyrdom, cathedrals, bishops and relics, a different form of sanctity was to emerge within the British Isles. Though they weren’t martyrs in the sense of dying for their faith, the early ascetics of the Celtic Church were willing to put their life in the hands of God as they travelled across hostile terrains to spread His message, and they would suffer a form of living death in the eremitical and physically punishing existence that emerged in early Celtic monasteries. A new type of saint was emerging, and they were the products of a new monastic world.


Chapter Two

Brigid: Rebirth of a Goddess

‘Capraria rears itself, a filthy isle full of men who shun the light. Their name for themselves is a Greek one, “Monks” (from “monos”), because they wish to live alone. They fear fortune’s gifts, dreading its harm. What silly fanaticism of a demented brain cannot endure good things for fear of evil?’

Rutilius, A Voyage Home to Gaul.






Brigid is a patron saint of Ireland, and is remembered as a nun, founder and abbess of the ‘Church of the Oak’ in Kildare. The character of Brigid blends an extreme form of early monasticism with pagan Celtic beliefs. Through her a goddess became a saint. Hers is the era of the ascetic monks and nuns, whose austere and harsh existence appeared fanatical to those who encountered it. For example, in the early fifth century a senior Roman official called Rutilius took a sea voyage up the west coast of Italy.1 His route took him past the many small islands that scatter the Mediterranean near Corsica, and along the way he saw the island of Caprera, where monks had chosen a life of extreme seclusion and isolation. Their ascetic approach to Christian ideals repulsed Rutilius, but these early monks were following the example of the earlier desert fathers of northern Africa. Their goal was to withdraw from the temptations of the world in order to do battle with demons and protect humankind from their polluting influence.

A small shard of rock in the ocean, ten miles off the coast of County Cork in Ireland, presents a similar insight into early monastic ideals. Skellig Michael is notoriously difficult to access, even today in modern boats with powerful engines. But the earliest inhabitants of this inhospitable island were Irish Christians, and this location, complete with its beehive cells and monastic graveyard, opens a window onto the next stage of sanctity within Britain – the emergence of Celtic Christianity. Perhaps as early as the fifth century, Christians pursuing a rather fanatical form of seclusion set sail in open-topped curachs (boats made from wooden timbers with animal skin stretched over the sides) across the turbulent waves of the sea, in search of the most challenging and isolated sites where they could set up small colonies. These men were physically tough, could sail boats and land on oceanic outcrops, were hardened to the elements and extreme in their desire for physical suffering. They were prepared to exist outside of society and were willing to embrace death as part of their pursuit of a fundamental and ascetic form of monasticism.

The journey from the mainland to Skellig must have claimed many lives over the centuries, due to the immense swell of the waves against its sheer rocks. It is an unwelcoming and lonely crag of stone, emerging from the sea as the peak of a much greater subaquatic mountain. Seasickness on the journey over is somewhat inevitable, and actually landing on the island is difficult and entirely subject to weather conditions. If a boat can manage to beat the swell and pull into the crack in the rock on the east side of the island, the only access to the steep face of the mountain is a set of steps hewn out of the stone. Every journey involves a hazardous jump from the moving boat onto the slippery steps. There are three modern routes up to the monastic site at the top of the mountain. The most difficult, and the one most frequently used by the earliest monks, is now too steep and dangerous for tourists. However, even the least challenging of the routes is treacherous, curving dangerously near craggy edges and requiring great physical fitness to traverse the 600 feet to the monastery on the north peak.

The experience of travelling further upwards with each step on the mountainside is an awe-inspiring one, and the rare birds and plant life either side of the man-made path add to the feeling of being in an exceptional place. The approach to the monastic site is particularly impressive. Moving through a break in the stone wall, you are met suddenly by nine intact beehive cells, nestled together within an enclosure as if huddling from the elements; they are unexpected and almost otherworldly. The rigid, dark monastic cells, abutting one another and yet solidly differentiated from those either side, reinforce the central paradox at the heart of the monastic ideal: monks came together to be alone.

While we don’t know the names of the earliest monks that lived on the island, the location evokes the new type of saint that was to become celebrated across the British Isles. The reach of the Celtic monk was great throughout the fifth to ninth centuries, and no book on Anglo-Saxon sanctity would be complete without a firm understanding of how Christianity evolved in Ireland, Wales and Scotland. Skellig Michael is an evocative, and yet not unique, form of early Irish monastic settlement, where developments in the Celtic Church appear most tangible.

Archaeological excavations have been conducted at Skellig Michael, particularly on the monastic burial ground.2 The evidence is startling, as the skeletons reveal the levels of extreme hardship and asceticism endured by the monks on the island. The bones indicate years of injuries, including damage to the feet and back, brought about through labouring and transporting materials up the slopes of the craggy mountain. They seem to have survived on a diet of vegetables grown on the island and sea birds, which they could hunt, eating their eggs as well. They had small quantities of meat, which must have been brought in on curachs from the mainland. This suggests that items the monks couldn’t get from the island could be imported, and that contact was maintained with communities on the shore.

More interesting still is that many of the skeletons belonged to people who died very young, with few living beyond the age of thirty. The eldest skeleton belonged to a man in his fifties, but there were the bones of children as young as eight, which suggests that even novices and oblates went to Skellig. On the whole, it is clear that the pursuit of an extreme ascetic way of life was a youthful one, designed to test the physical limitations of those who were either dedicated to the monastic founder by their families or who chose to follow this lifestyle. This was hard living, and part of the tough, visceral existence was mirrored in the secular world by the physical exertion of soldiers and those who worked the land. The earliest textual references to a monastic site on Skellig Michael date from the eighth century, although archaeological finds suggest earlier settlement that may date back centuries before writers committed the place to vellum.

At the south peak of the island is a more treacherous and inhospitable site, where a simple chapel and hermit’s cell attest to the fact that sometimes even the small community 600 feet up the mountain to the north of the island was too comfortable for some of the monks.3 The tiny oratory and hermit’s cell on the tip of the south peak are almost impossible to access today, and climbing ropes are needed to survey it effectively. The monk living in this cell was emulating the example of hermits like Simeon Stylites (c. AD 390–459), who lived for decades on the top of a column fifty feet high. The monks sought ever-higher locations and more discomfort in order to separate themselves from humanity and gain greater access to an uninterrupted relationship with the divine. As military strategists know, the higher ground gives an advantage to those wishing to do battle with the enemy. In the case of monks, this enemy was the devil himself and his army of demons.

Early Monastic Ideals

To third-century Christians the desert was seen as the rightful abode for devils on earth, since it acted as the antithesis of Creation. Everything that was abundant and plentiful elsewhere – flora, fauna, food and shelter – was absent in the desert, and consequently where God is not, there will be demons. The early desert fathers went into battle with these evil forces in a form of supernatural warfare. This idea continues throughout the medieval period in the three estates. Peasants work the land to provide food; knights work to defend the people here on earth; monks work to defend people’s souls for eternity.

The earliest recorded hermit and desert father was St Paul of Thebes. He retreated to the desert to escape the persecutions of Decius and Valerian in around AD 250. His life was recorded not long after by St Jerome, the Father of the Church and great translator of the Bible from Hebrew to Latin, around AD 375. By the time Jerome wrote his famous Life of Saint Paul the First Hermit, the desert was full of men and women seeking to follow Paul’s example and escape from the temptations of the world.4 Paul’s life can be seen as a foundation text of sorts, providing a narrative and explanation for the explosion of monasticism that took place in the fourth century. Paul lived his long life (Jerome states he lived to 113) in a cave, with just the shade of a single palm tree, a spring of water and, from the age of forty-three onwards, half a loaf of bread brought to him by a raven.

Saint Paul was clearly a religious fanatic. He went to extraordinary physical extremes to escape from the world and dedicate his life and body to prayer and suffering in the example of Christ. Today, we might be concerned about his mental health, but during the time of the early martyrs he was celebrated. He sought to embrace a form of living death in order to be removed from the distractions of a comfortable existence, and so gain a greater sense of communion with God.

His story was preserved through the account of a fellow hermit monk, St Anthony, who had a dream about Paul and sought him out. In an interesting example of nature bending to the will of saints, on the day Paul was to die, Anthony went to him. The raven brought a whole loaf, instead of half, which they ceremonially broke between them in imitation of the Eucharist. This motif has become a central one within monasticism, found throughout English and Irish sculpture, such as on the famous Ruthwell Cross, where it symbolises the brotherly ideals at the heart of the monastic life.

Outside of the desert, however, there were still opportunities for devout men and women to follow a life of monastic asceticism and withdrawal. They had to make use of different types of landscape in the British Isles, but equally hostile and remote locations were found in which to retreat as hermits. The most popular were hilltops, valleys, marshes and islands. Saint Gwyddfarch chose the first, a hilltop, as his retreat near the modern-day village of Meifod, Wales. We know little about him, apart from the fact that he lived during the sixth century, but despite his hilltop looking lush and green in spring, it would have been a cold and uninviting wilderness in the winter for a hermit.

Valleys were also popular in Wales. The virgin saint Melangell chose a deserted valley near Llangynog, in Powys, to hide away as a hermit. She was reputedly a princess who chose to escape court in favour of a life of seclusion, and she managed to remain isolated for many years in the valley. However, one day the prince of the region came to the site and, after talking with her, granted her land on which to build a monastery. A church remains on this location, and the virgin saint’s restored shrine lies within. It is believed to be the oldest Romanesque shrine in Britain.5

There are other echoes of the distant past in the existing church at Pennant Melangell, for it is enclosed within a ringed churchyard, which sits on top of an older Bronze Age burial site. It is surrounded by yew trees, which have a long symbolic history, particularly among the Celts, possibly because of their extended life (some yew trees are over 2,000 years old), or because of their toxicity. The life of St Melangell, however, emphasises that sanctity and monastic isolation were not simply the preserve of men in the fifth and sixth centuries – women could be influential spiritual leaders, retreat to the wilderness to do battle with demons and even establish their own monasteries.

Marshes and islands were more favoured by the saints of Ireland and England. Saint Guthlac sought hermetic isolation in the Fens, which covered nearly a million acres of marshland. Legends grew up around him. Supposedly, he was seen engaged in battle with horrific marsh creatures, giving physical manifestation to the otherwise cerebral battles monks were supposed to engage in. Saint Cuthbert, despite being Bishop of Lindisfarne, retreated to the smaller island of Inner Farne to seek separation from worldly concerns. The island is lashed on all sides by the sea, and in winter it is a cold, exposed and desolate place.

Both these men were members of Anglo-Saxon military society, and saw themselves as spiritual warriors, akin to the soldiers that propped up the social structure of their times. Yet they also had strong connections with the Celtic Church and its particular form of monasticism. Guthlac had been a monk at Repton, which was a Mercian monastery reputedly founded by the patron saint of Wales, David. Cuthbert had trained at Melrose, Scotland, which was a daughter-house of St Aidan’s Celtic monastery at Lindisfarne. The eremitic ideals they clung to indicate that the legacy of the Celtic approach of monastic isolation and self-deprivation lasted for many centuries, despite the fact that it stood in opposition to the more orthodox monasticism prevalent on the Continent. Early Anglo-Saxon monasticism had its roots in Celtic practices.

The extreme ascetics of the time, capable of withstanding the harshest of conditions, were respected for being able to punish their bodies more than most, in a way that top-tier athletes, climbers and explorers could appreciate today. These individuals would fascinate and inspire the people in their community through their suffering and apparent closeness to God.
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The monastery on Skellig Michael was formed between the sixth and the eighth centuries. Six-hundred feet above sea level are a set of six beehive cells, two chapels and a cemetery. The cells are dry-built, meaning they are not held together with cement, and by radiating each of the layers out slightly the rain water will wash down the sides, rather than into the cells. They are amazingly intact after so many years of being assaulted by the elements.


Hermits became important members of many towns and villages, and their counsel was sought by the good and the great. Saint Guthlac gave refuge to Aethelbald, the future king of Mercia, and Melangell counselled a prince. The irony of hermit life for many was that, although they retreated from human company for spiritual isolation, this made them sought-after in terms of providing counsel and advice. So hermits and anchorites (an extreme form of enclosure which involved being physically sealed up in a cell for life) were often visited, and they retained influence in the worldly concerns they had sought to escape. This untapped Christian influence was something the papacy feared, since it positioned influential individuals outside of the remit of their control.

Man’s World vs. the Natural World

In many ways, early monasticism put it in opposition with other aspects of the Church. From when it gained the support of Emperor Constantine, the Christian Church was structured around the administrative and ideological framework of the Roman Empire. In Roman paganism gods, goddesses and the divine imperial family were celebrated as being human in appearance and sensibility. In Christian thought the divine God and his son Jesus also appear in a human guise – the central idea underlying Christianity is that the unknowable divine took human form, and that God fashioned mankind in his own image.

This meant that both Roman and Christian beliefs placed a profound importance on the appearance of man, which was modelled on the divine. For example, images showing the creation of Adam and Eve represent God as a distinctly human and sympathetic figure. The treatment of the body in these scenes, whereby Adam and Eve mirror the gestures, attributes and appearance of God, enhances that central premise of Christianity. As such, humans and the places they made and inhabited, namely cities, were the focus of the Christian Church. The word ‘civilisation’ derives from the Latin for city and civilians, ‘civitas’, since it was within these constructed sites that man could escape from the brutality of the untamed wild to pursue more elevated, human-centric experiences.

When Christianity became the official religion of the Roman Empire in the fourth century, it inherited many of the trappings of the secular power force that had given it an international footing. From its origins in house churches and rebellious martyrs, the early Church developed into an intricately structured, hierarchical, coordinated institution. The administrative structure of the Church was taken over wholesale from the Roman imperial system, so every city had a patriarch or bishop, while the Pope himself retained the Roman title of ‘pontiff’ (chief bridge-builder). Both the Church and the Empire were international organisations, and just as the Emperor had to maintain control over his subjects from Hadrian’s Wall to Syria, so the Pope had to maintain orthodoxy and order between cities the length and breadth of Europe and beyond.

In contrast, however, the polytheistic gods of the Celtic and Germanic people of northern Europe were partly human, but their forms could change. The Celtic gods were bound up with nature, and deities like Cernunnos were part human, part animal. On the third-century Gundestrup Cauldron – discovered in a peat bog near to the modern-day town of Aars, Denmark – the god has antlers and is surrounded by animals, including a snake that he holds up towards his face.6 Similarly, Germanic gods like Odinn could shape-shift, transforming themselves from human to animal. While the Romans had a big impact on the Celtic world in England and along the borders of Wales and Scotland, their reach was not felt in Ireland, where the people continued to practise a form of Druidic worship with deities that had not been classicised into toga-wearing men and women. The significance of the Romans not reaching parts of the British Isles like Ireland and Scotland shouldn’t be underestimated.

Ireland had not felt the impact of the roads, aqueducts and cities that the Roman Empire introduced elsewhere. As a result, it remained a society structured around tribal leaders and a landscape that was harsh to navigate, with pockets of habitation. Unlike mainland Europe, where an individual could use Roman roads to move between areas of civilisation – each similar to the other with its bath houses, churches and forums – the people of Ireland were conscious of the unpredictable nature of the woods, mountains, rivers and seas around them. To traverse the Irish landscape in any season, but particularly in the hostile winter months, could be life-threatening, and this may explain why a particularly hardy form of monasticism grew up in Ireland. Carvings on White Island, County Fermanagh, show a Celtic monk alongside other members of early medieval society, such as a warrior on the far right. The monk is characterised by the long cloak he wears to protect himself from the elements, the walking stick to help him navigate the landscape and the bell to call together people from the surrounding countryside to hear him speak of God and the Bible. Irish monks were hardy and able to travel long distances.
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The carvings on the walls of the now ruined church at White Island, County Fermanagh, date to between AD 800 and 1000, yet they portray individuals who would have been recognisable in the fifth and sixth centuries. The missionary two in from the left carries a bell and staff, and the warrior two in from the right has a sword, shield and large penannular brooch.


In the eyes of Continental Christians, however, Ireland was barbaric and needed taming. The Roman troops had withdrawn from Britain in the early fifth century, by which time Roman-Britons were predominantly Christian. The faith of the Britons was acknowledged by those close to the papacy, including Prosper of Aquitaine. Writing in the AD 430s, he records how action had to be taken against the Pelagian heresy, but states clearly that the land of the Britons was populated with the true faith:

He (Pope Celestine I) has been, however, no less energetic in freeing the British provinces from this same disease (the Pelagian heresy): he removed from that hiding-place in the Ocean certain enemies of grace who had occupied the land of their origins; also, having ordained a bishop for the Irish, while he labours to keep the Roman island catholic, he has also made the barbarian island Christian.7

The Christian faith seeped over from Roman Britain to Ireland in the fifth century, most notably through the work of St Patrick. But before focusing on the primary male patron saint of Ireland, there is another saint that most effectively highlights the way Christianity set down roots in Ireland and the other Celtic areas of Britain in its earliest years: our first female saint.

Brigid: Christian Saint or Celtic Goddess?

If it has been difficult to get a sense of the person behind the name with well-known saints like Alban, it is more complex still when we come to St Brigid. While extremely well known and widely venerated, Brigid is an almost intangible saint, who may not be connected with a living individual at all, but rather with a place and its pre-Christian cult goddess. To this day, school children weave reeds and straw into equal-armed crosses, known as Brigid’s Cross. This symbol, like its namesake, connects Ireland back to Celtic Druidic roots.

Alongside Patrick, the character of St Brigid also raises interesting problems about the early Church in Ireland, the role of the first monastic settlements and the real figure behind the hagiography. She is remembered as the founder of a particularly powerful and influential monastery at Kildare. Here, women could embrace the harsh monastic ideals and mirror the extreme ascetic exploits of their male counterparts on distant isles like Skellig Michael. Yet Brigid is difficult to grasp, since she leaves none of her own writings, and some of the miracles later attributed to her appear entirely formulaic. She emulates Christ in turning water into beer, heals the sick and provides food for those in need.8

She is a female saint who does not suffer a martyr’s death to single her out, so her Life reads as a set of formulas drawn from biblical examples.9 However, there are some tantalising details in the texts written about her that give an insight into the political and religious landscape the saintly character of Brigid (real or invented) inhabited. Her part in the pre-Christian society of Druidic Ireland can be surmised through a number of suggestions. Firstly, she is best known for founding a monastery for women at Kildare, which translates as ‘the Church of Oak’. This suggests that it was established on a site that had connections to oak trees, which were sacred within the Druidic religion. In this respect, she emulated other early Christian monastic founders in Ireland. At Labbamolaga, in County Cork, a monastic community was established alongside a sacred Druidic stone circle, and the walls of the monastery enclosed the great standing stones within its precinct. Christian and pagan, church and Druidic megaliths were incorporated together.

In terms of the real Brigid, sources suggest that she may have lived between AD 450 and 520, since a number of individuals named in accounts of her life can be connected with people alive around this time. The earliest text mentioning her, however, was written by Broccan Cloen in the seventh century. She certainly appears from later texts to have been a hugely powerful and influential woman. She founded the nunnery at Kildare, along with other monasteries for both men and women. She also seems to have held considerable authority with regards to selecting the bishops of Kildare who would rule alongside her – a staggering responsibility for a woman. This relationship between the Bishop and the Abbess of Kildare continued through the centuries, with the female head of the monasteries bearing some episcopal authority.

The monastery at Kildare flourished under strong female leadership, and became a centre of learning and the arts. A later twelfth-century chronicler, Gerald of Wales, described a Gospel book he had seen at Kildare: ‘You will make out intricacies, so delicate and so subtle, so full of knots and links, with colours so fresh and vivid, that you might say that all this were the work of an angel, and not of a man.’10 This book has been associated with the famous Book of Kells, but it is possible that a similarly extraordinary manuscript was produced at St Brigid’s flourishing art school in Kildare.

Accounts of Brigid’s life reveal connections with the earlier animistic belief systems of Ireland, since many of her miracles involved manipulating nature. She had control over wild and domestic animals, and one of her most famous miracles involved hanging her cloak on a sunbeam. She even performed an act that has continued to trouble Christians down the ages by terminating the pregnancy of a young girl simply through placing her hands on her womb. The girl had supposedly strayed from the path of righteousness, but this action may imply that Brigid had qualities of the local wise woman, and could perform rites that would become highly questionable – and even associated with witchcraft – in later Christian history.

Women could hold important positions within Celtic society; they could be involved with health care and medicine. Within a religious framework they could be seers, and were included in sacred acts, particularly surrounding fertility. In the secular sphere, a Celtic woman could be a peace-weaver, able to secure marriages between tribes. And like Boudicca, they could even lead armies and fight. Women were equal to men in a number of ways, and this bothered the Romans, whose world was far more misogynistic. The Christian Church, too, was a homocentric institution where men held the majority of positions of authority.

For early medieval societies like that of fifth- to sixth-century Ireland, the sidelining of women was not something that could take place immediately, since there were long traditions of prizing female contributions to religion and state formation. The most attractive proposal for women in the face of the arrival of Christianity was to establish monastic communities with themselves at the head. Saint Brigid and her nunnery at Kildare may well be an early example of this sort of re-articulation of female influence.

Whether St Brigid existed as a single identifiable fifth-century woman has been debated. Recent work on her cult concludes that she was, in fact, not a real Christian saint at all, but the result of symbolic manipulation; a means of adapting a pre-Christian Druidic cult into a Christian context.11 There appears to have been a powerful Druidic cult centre at Kildare, where the goddess Brigid was worshipped in her triple form. The separating of a deity into three was a common practice in Celtic religion, as evinced by the goddess in triplicate sculpture from Aquae Sulis. Brigid was also worshipped in triple form, with two sisters who both shared her name.
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Traditionally, the three aspects of a goddess have been considered as mother, maiden and crone. This carving from Aquae Sulis shows the three women with their arms touching, signifying that they are three, yet one.


The goddess or goddesses had an exclusive female priesthood at Kildare and an ever-burning fire, which was tended to by nineteen priestesses, representing the nineteen-year cycle of the Celtic ‘Great Year’. This tradition seems to have continued after the priestesses became nuns, for a group of young women kept an eternal flame alight to the saint. Indeed, it was seen to be such a haven for women that a much later Christian visitor to Kildare, Gerald of Wales, said that men could not approach the sacred flame. It was surrounded by a hedge, and any men that crossed this would be cursed to go insane. This influential religious hub at Kildare could have become redundant in the wake of Christianity, and its priestesses scattered. However, the establishment of a nunnery on the site of the Druidic temple, and the elevation of the pagan goddess Brigid to St Brigid, meant that this sacred place among the oak trees remained powerful and prosperous.

There are many examples of this sort of syncretism, whereby Christianity adapted itself in line with native cults in order to smooth the road of conversion. Indeed, we need look no further than the naming of Easter. Bede records how this most significant of Christian feasts was named after a pagan goddess:

Eosturmonath has a name which is now translated ‘Paschal month’, and which was once called after a goddess of theirs named Eostre, in whose honour feasts were celebrated in that month. Now they designate that Paschal season by her name, calling the joys of the new rite by the time-honoured name of the old observance.12

In this extract from Bede’s work The Reckoning of Time, he records how the other months of the year were also tied to pre-Christian festivals. ‘Hrethmonath’, the name for April, was related to another goddess, Hretha, and sacrifices were made to her in that month.

A similar translation of festivities from a pagan event to a Christian one centres on Brigid herself. Her feast day is 1 February, which was also the date on which the pagan festival Imbolc was celebrated. Imbolc was one of the four seasonal celebrations, designed to usher in spring. The festivities were focused on Brigid, the goddess of sacred wells, poetry, craftsmanship and the hearth. She was said to have invented ‘keening’, which is a combination of singing and crying, and which may continue in the mournful Irish ballads that have come down the centuries.

Her festival marked the start of the new season of life and fertility, and the fact that this pagan event was grafted onto the feast day of St Brigid is yet further evidence that her cult continued under a different guise. Furthermore, Brigid’s Cross, which has long been associated with Imbolc and 1 February, has its roots far back beyond the arrival of Christianity. Despite the fact that later writers sought to make sense of this symbol by creating a story in which St Brigid crafts the cross out of reeds on the deathbed of a nobleman, the tradition of hanging them outside houses to ward off fire has no connection to Christian practices, and seems an echo of older pagan rituals. But there may be yet another layer of symbolism to Brigid.

Brigid or Brigantia?

The Irish goddess Brigid may be connected to the Celtic deity worshipped in Britain as Brigantia. She is most closely associated with Minerva, goddess of the hearth and harvest, and played an important role across Celtic tribes – for example, there was a tribe in Austria who also honoured the goddess. Offerings were made to the goddess Brigantia in wells, springs and rivers across Britain. Indeed, this special sacredness of water as a life-giving force to animals, plants and humans continued in the number of sacred springs and wells associated with saints, particularly in Celtic regions.13

There are fifteen wells across Ireland dedicated to St Brigid, suggesting that she in particular retained this connection with water. One near Buttevant in County Cork is regularly visited by people wishing to be healed. Crutches have been left at the site, to indicate that people could walk after being healed by the waters. Although we know little with certainty about Druidic religious practices because the Druids did not write down their traditions, the sacredness of water is a defining aspect. Finds dating from across the centuries are found in rivers or bogs, where they seem to have been ritualistically placed as a form of offering to a deity. That St Brigid maintained her links with sacred springs is another indicator that her Christian cult preserves much more ancient Celtic practices.

The tribe for which Brigantia was the most important goddess of the pantheon was named after her – the Brigantes – and their stronghold stretched across the north of England, close to the border with Scotland. Images of her in this area showed her as a divine ruler. For example, on the Birrens Altar from Dumfries and Galloway, she is shown with spear, crown and orb to reflect that she was protector of the tribe. She wears a gorgon’s head around her neck, and combines the attributes of Minerva with Juno, queen of the gods. Around the helmet are depicted battlements, perhaps indicating that she was a protective deity of a particular region. To all intents she has been Romanised. Only the inscription indicates that the image shows not Minerva, but Brigantia. Her image is also recalled in later ones of Britannia.
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This sculpture, made between AD 120 and 180, shows the goddess Brigantia, but was set up by a Roman. The inscription reads: ‘Sacred to Brigantia: Amandus, the engineer, fulfilled the order by command.’ It was found at the Roman fort of Birrens in Dumfriesshire, and testifies to the absorption of local cults by Roman soldiers along the northern frontiers.



The leader of the Brigantes, a queen called Cartimandua, managed to maintain the security of her kingdom against Romans and competing tribes for many years through diplomacy and marriage. However, the Brigantes were finally destroyed by the coordinated military campaigns of the Roman twentieth legion around the year AD 80, with Agricola at its head. On the back of this defeat, a number of the Brigantes tribes-people left northern England and settled in southern Ireland. This included the remaining Druids.

In AD 60 the Romans had made a concerted effort to annihilate Druidism, since many of their leaders had questioned the authority of Rome in Britain. This culminated in an attack on the Isle of Anglesey, which had become a stronghold and sanctuary for British Druids. The site was levelled, and with this act, the long history of Druid practices in Celtic Britain was brought to a hasty end. However, the relocation of many Brigantes from their territories in northern England to southern Ireland would have included the Druidic leaders. Their powerbase was located close to the site where Brigid’s monastery was established, near Kildare, and here a branch of the Irish ruling family Ui Brigte was to gain a secure footing.14

That the Druids had great influence over the kings is revealed by Dio Chrysostom:

The Celts appointed those whom they call Druids, these also being devoted to the prophetic art and to wisdom in general. In all these cases the kings were not permitted to do or plan anything without the assistance of these wise men.15

In Ireland over the fifth century, as kings began to convert to Christianity, so their advisers had to find new footings within the establishments. Druids and Druidesses could continue to offer support and advice to the royal family, play a role in fertility rites and impart blessings, but only as heads of monasteries, and ultimately as saints. It seems likely in this context that the St Brigid we know from later hagiographical texts may in fact have been a Druidess who founded a monastery at the great oak where the goddess Brigid had been venerated. Stories connect her with healing, fertility and nature, and her reputation continued down the ages as a powerful and venerable woman, who wielded great influence within her world.

The acceptance of the basic premises underlying Christianity may not have been so difficult for the Druids, as many of their beliefs were founded on similar principles. At the heart of the Gospels lies a story of human sacrifice, since the Son of God – a wise teacher and preacher – gave up his life for the benefit of his community. However, he was an even finer sacrifice, since he was born again to wield power as Lord over heaven alongside his Father. There is a cyclical sense of regeneration and rebirth in the Gospel story that could be connected to the Druidic cycle of the year, where gods and goddesses are born, nourished, grow and decay across the seasons. Also, like many Druids, Jesus was a healer and a preacher, who imparted wisdom and spiritual guidance to his followers.

Celtic Christianity focused on the idea that God is present in all His creation – woods, animals, trees, plants – and used this as a means of adapting their pagan animistic beliefs. Springs, wells, woodlands and mountains could all maintain their spiritual potency through their part in God’s creation, and often through their association with the miracles worked by saints. Druids used wands to perform magic, while Celtic saints used their staffs to perform miracles. Many of these have been preserved as relics, and later became the model for elaborate bishops’ croziers. Even down to the seventeenth century, members of the community known as Áes Dána performed the role of earlier Druidic leaders, preserving traditions and genealogies through oral recitation. There is a long and unbroken legacy of these forms of pre-Christian rites, and although Christianity meant a re-articulation of spirituality in Celtic lands, the Druidic past was never fully eradicated. Early Irish saints like Brigid indicate how pagan and Christian could be combined, and how the fascination with nature and the landscape remained central through times of religious and social change.

Brigid is entirely fitting as one of the earliest and most important saints of Ireland, since in this one name the concept of gradual conversion from one religious world to another is preserved. Ireland didn’t receive a single papally sanctioned mission in the way that the Anglo-Saxons did which allowed them to benefit from an orthodox approach to the new religion that could be rolled out across kingdoms. Instead, its conversion was slow, and fuelled by practical choices, such as maintaining social order and structure. Significantly, the natural landscape of Ireland and the long-held Celtic beliefs in the spiritual potency of the environment were preserved through early saints like Brigid. She is held, alongside Patrick and Columba, as a patron saint of Ireland. The individuals whom particular kingdoms chose to tie themselves to spiritually by electing patron saints can tell us much about their values and the way they wished to be perceived. Brigid encompassed echoes of a much-treasured ancient Druidic Celtic past. But those saints who would come to fly the flag for the nations of the British Isles would represent other equally valued attributes.


Chapter Three

Patrick: From Slave to Patron

‘The sorcerer then knelt before Saint George and begged him to make him a Christian. Seeing that his own sorcerer had converted to Christianity, the provost cut off his head. The provost had Saint George placed between two wheels mounted with swords, but the wheels broke, and Saint George remained unharmed. Then the provost had him thrown into a caldron filled with molten lead, but Saint George sat there comfortably, as if he were in a warm bath.’

‘The Legend of St George’, from The Golden Legend.1






The choice of patron saint for England, St George, has long been a controversial one. In a recent poll many more people voted for St Alban to represent the spiritual life of the nation.2 George wasn’t a native of this country; in fact, he never set foot in Britain, and had no tangible connections with it whatsoever. George’s roots lie in Palestine. That he existed is accepted, but the many fantastical legends associated with him, particularly his famed encounter with the dragon, were later elaborations. What can be known with some certainty about George is that he was born to a Greek Christian family around AD 280, and served as a soldier under Diocletian. When an edict was passed arresting all Christians that served in the Roman army in AD 303, George refused to concur with the Emperor’s wishes by sacrificing to the pagan gods, and so suffered a brutal martyrdom. Accounts suggest that he was lacerated with a wheel of swords, before he was boiled alive and finally decapitated. George was a prominent and important early martyr. But why has this man, distant in time and space from England, become its national saint?

Further into the medieval period, the answer lies with King Edward III (1327–77), the great military ruler of the fourteenth century and instigator of the Hundred Years’ War with France. Partly to antagonise his French counterparts, and partly to provide a new rallying point around an ancient soldier renowned for his faith and devotion, Edward chose George to be the new patron saint of England. This act disregarded many other candidates from the Anglo-Saxon period and beyond. The most obvious is St Alban, but St Cuthbert has also frequently been proposed as a more suitable national saint. Even Edward’s grandson, Richard II, seemed to favour older, native saints above George. In Richard’s personal altarpiece, the Wilton Diptych, George’s influence is reduced to a small flag. Instead, the English saints Edmund the Martyr and Edward the Confessor accompany the youthful King Richard.

Many patron saints are not natives of the countries they represent. For example, Scotland has St Andrew, companion of Christ and brother of St Peter. However, there are some saints that, particularly in the Celtic areas of Britain, connect nations with their distant past – especially the ‘dark age’ from the fourth to sixth century. Patrick, Maughold, Ninian and David are all figures cloaked in myth and legend, but they continue to be celebrated down the centuries in Ireland, the Isle of Man, western Scotland and Wales as significant, home-grown saints. True, of these only David seems to have stayed in the place of his birth, but all four were products of the early Celtic Church, and represent the founding moments when these nations embraced Christianity.
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The Wilton Diptych is one of the finest medieval paintings to survive. Made between 1395–9 for the King of England Richard II, it could have been painted in England or France. The king is shown kneeling before the Virgin Mary and an army of angels, all of whom wear his personal emblem of the white hart. It was used for the private prayers of the King and shows an intimate relationship between the monarch and the Queen of Heaven.


Ninian: Patron Saint of Western Scotland

One place in particular provides a very real and tangible connection with this age. Whithorn lays claim to being one of the oldest continuously occupied villages in Scotland, and is known as the crucible of Christianity in this part of the world. Nestled at the edge of the Machars peninsula in western Scotland, it is an especially picturesque and significant location from which to explore the Celtic patron saints. The isle of Whithorn today is the stuff of postcards, with its harbour front a collection of bright, regular houses nestled together, peering over the sea wall and out towards Ireland and the Isle of Man. From the white tower, known as the Cairn, which has been a mariner’s landmark for nearly two centuries, you can see the open expanse of the Irish Sea, while to the east is the undulating coastline of Kirkcudbright. The crags of rocks seem to collide with one another beneath, in emulation of the waves, while in spring wild flowers cover the banks and swallows whistle overhead. Across the water it is possible to make out the Isle of Man, which is just eighteen miles from Whithorn, while the Lake District rolls away to the south.

The sea was the motorway of the early medieval period, and even today it is quicker to approach Whithorn by water than by road. Its location on the edge of three nations, with the ocean just a short boat ride away, made it strategically important. Now the community is made up of just a few hundred people, but it is still frequented by pilgrims and tourists. The village of Whithorn is a short journey from the edge of the sea.

Ptolemy first mentioned Whithorn in his work The Geography, which around AD 140 recorded all the known parts of the Roman Empire.3 His map has the realm of the Novantae, which included Whithorn, positioned facing north. It testifies to the great age and significance of this site.

The evidence of the first Christian settlers in this area unfolds as you pass beneath a large archway known as the Pend. Through here, away from the main road, you are faced with nearly two millennia of history. The area behind the Pend takes you past the nineteenth-century parish church, and then to the ruins of the twelfth-century priory. The importance of this site as a bishopric and a flourishing monastery is clear from the scale of the Romanesque buildings that remain. These would have catered for the flow of later medieval pilgrims visiting the reputed tomb of Scotland’s first saint, Ninian, founder of Scotland’s first Christian building, the Candida Casa, meaning the ‘white house’. It got this name because of the whitewash plaster that covered its exterior walls, but it also connected the site more symbolically with ideas of purity and salvation.

Christianity was certainly established in Whithorn by around AD 450, as archaeological finds from the area testify. A tomb monument for a man and a four-year-old girl opens with the statement in Latin: ‘We praise thee Lord’ – a rare survival.4 This means that Christians were setting up monuments in this part of Scotland at a time when the Romans were abandoning the British Isles, and pagan Angles, Saxons and Jutes were taking control of areas just south of Hadrian’s Wall.
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The Latinus Stone from Whithorn was carved around AD 450 and is Scotland’s oldest Christian monument. There are traces of a Chi-Rho symbol at the top of the stone that may be the ‘sign’ referred to in the inscription, which states: ‘We praise you, the Lord! Latinus, descendant of Barravados, aged 35, and his daughter, aged 4, made a sign here.’


The retreat of the Roman garrisons that had defended the borders with the Picts was completed by AD 410. While this spelt political, economic and social upheaval to the south, in the north it appears to have brought fewer calamities. The weakened defences of the Romano-Britons in England and along the Welsh borders meant that they were vulnerable to attacks by Irish Scotti and Picts. There were no longer Roman soldiers to defend them, and their rich villas and wealthy farms were prime targets for Celtic raiders. The Irish managed to take land in Cornwall and Wales, as well as cart off slaves, which could be employed in their homelands or sold on for profit.

In the north, the Picts crossed over the old defences of Hadrian’s Wall and seized slaves, property and possessions far beyond the borders. This was a perilous time for the Romano-Britons, but they did manage to regroup, and a further development began to turn the tide in the constant state of war: the Irish and the Picts became Christian. It was gradual at first, but once the rulers of these kingdoms had converted they conducted fewer raids and took fewer slaves. Hostilities between the various tribes outside and on the edges of Britain never fully abated, but the intensity of the years following the retreat of the Roman army dissipated, and certain British rulers were able to create powerful and stable settlements. The area around Whithorn was one of these, and at its heart was a saint. Ninian was a Romano-British Christian, a missionary, a stranger in a new land, a farmer, a preacher and a teacher. Or, at least, that is what we have been led to believe.

Who is the Real Ninian?

Saint Ninian is remembered as a fourth-century British Christian, who travelled up into western Scotland and may have arrived in Whithorn before the retreat of the Roman army as early as AD 397. It is most likely he came from south of Hadrian’s Wall, and he is credited with establishing Christianity in Scotland for the first time. What little we do know about St Ninian is derived from Bede’s Ecclesiastical History:

The southern Picts, who dwell on this side of those mountains, had long before, as is reported, forsaken the errors of idolatry, and embraced the truth, by the preaching of Ninnias, a most reverend bishop and holy man of the British nation, who had been regularly instructed at Rome, in the faith and mysteries of the truth; whose episcopal see, named after St Martin the bishop, and famous for a stately church (wherein he and many other saints rest in the body), is still in existence among the English nation. The place belongs to the province of the Bernicians, and is generally called the White House, because he there built a church of stone, which was not usual among the Britons.5

Bede’s account draws attention to the fact that Ninian had founded the Candida Casa long before Columba arrived in Iona, with his particular (and in Bede’s eyes, unorthodox) form of Celtic Christianity. Ninian, in contrast, is described as being ‘instructed at Rome’, emphasising that this was an orthodox, Roman form of Christianity that arrived with his mission. This question of orthodox versus unorthodox will gain greater resonance when the Irish and Roman missions of the sixth century come into focus, but in this case it is clear that Bede is using Ninian as leverage: an example to Irish Christians that one of their missionaries did bring with him a Roman form of Christianity.

The Candida Casa provides a lesson in tempering the symbolic hyperbole found throughout saints’ written lives with the physical reality of archaeological excavations. The potency of the Latin name ascribed to this place – ‘the shining white house’ – associates this location and its saint with purity, radiating out from the pagan landscape. As both a monastery and a bishopric, it shone with the light of Christ’s teaching. Furthermore, Bede’s emphasis on the stone buildings Ninian established, with their permanence on the landscape and echoes of the grandeur of Rome, presents the Candida Casa as a paragon of Roman missionary work. However, the archaeological remains from Whithorn suggest that the earliest buildings at the site included a modest rectangular cabin, painted white, ringed by wooden round houses.6 The use of round houses recalls the homes found throughout Celtic territories, and it’s clear that the first monastery at Whithorn was small-scale and functional; more of a farmstead than a major ecclesiastical site.

Ninian and his fellow monks would have worked the land to prepare food for the community, which probably included men, women and children. The Latinus Stone, with its reference to a four-year-old daughter, suggests that this wasn’t one of the closed monasteries of later years. The small church could not have accommodated many, so while its very existence may be testament to the presence of Christianity in fifth-century Scotland, its scale suggests that the early missionary work was modest. Ninian would have lived like his fellow Celtic settlers, huddled around the hearth in a timber round house, and sharing the labours and hardships of the seasons.

Ninian is still regarded as ‘Apostle to the Southern Picts’, and while he may have been replaced by Andrew throughout Scotland, in the area around Dumfries and Galloway he is held as a patron saint. Yet it is Bede alone who directly connects a saint called Ninian with Whithorn and the Candida Casa. We know nothing more about him: we have no physical remains for Ninian and have no evidence from the site at Whithorn to confirm he was there. Instead, it is possible that the site of the Candida Casa has been mistakenly merged with that of a later Irish saint – Finnian of Moville. This character will loom large in his role as tutor to St Columba, but in relation to the Candida Casa it seems that Finnian may have studied there once it was up and running as a monastery. As we saw with Brigid, the distinctions between real living individuals and residual echoes connected to specific sites or locations could be confused. At Whithorn we have one place – an early Christian settlement – yet two blurred names: Ninian and Finnian.

Records suggest that Finnian of Moville was at Whithorn. He returned from the monastery there to Ireland before AD 540 with a very precious manuscript: a copy of Jerome’s Vulgate. This was extremely valuable, since Father of the Church and pioneering biblical scholar Jerome had created a translation of the Bible from the original Hebrew into Latin. This meant that not only were the various mistranslated Greek copies of the biblical books edited into a version more faithful to the original texts, but those in the West who didn’t read Greek could consult the Bible more readily.

With his valuable biblical text and a wealth of knowledge gleaned from the monastic community at Whithorn, Finnian went to Ireland and founded his own monastery at Movilla in County Down. If you travel across the Irish Sea, Movilla is relatively near to Whithorn, and the influence of the bishop of this monastery in Ireland may have extended to the Candida Casa. He was a powerful person who moved across great distances, affecting learning and politics throughout his lifetime, and may well be the true historical individual behind the name of St Ninian. This could be a case of mistaken identity.

The combination of the Candida Casa, Ninian and Finnian of Moville may have occurred due to a simple typographical error.7 The name Finnian would have been written Uinniau in the vernacular British, and the confusion with Ninian may be down to the common scribal error of mistaking an initial ‘u’ with ‘n’. Certainly, the name ‘Uinniau’ is found in place and personal names around south-west Scotland. So it is possible that the hagiographic tradition of the otherwise unattested St Ninian was conflated with St Finnian of Moville, whose presence is felt far more in the dedications around Whithorn. The combination of the Druidic goddess Brigid with a Christian saint of this name indicates how individuals may have slipped through the cracks of texts in subsequent retellings of older hagiographical accounts. This acts as a caution in our reading of all hagiographical texts. While we may pillage them for historical data on real individuals, they were literary creations, and the characters within could reveal varying degrees of fact and fiction.

That the Christianisation of this region of Pictish Scotland was successful is corroborated around the year AD 432, by that famous Irish saint and missionary St Patrick (whose similarly fluid identity will be discussed). One of the primary pieces of evidence recording St Patrick’s words, ideas and emotions is a letter written to the people just north of Whithorn, in which he refers to them as ‘apostate Picts’. Throughout his letter Patrick chastises the Christian Picts for not following a true Christian path – they have deviated from the example set to them by Ninian. The saint’s work at the Candida Casa and around this region of Scotland was to have a lasting legacy, and the village where he chose to establish his monastery has remained relevant and fascinating ever since. Be he Ninian or Finnian, the saint who created this potent early Christian community brought his mission to the pagan Picts, and he will be remembered as the first evangelist of Scotland.

Patrick or Palladius?

From western Scotland it is a short leap both culturally and geographically to Ireland. However, while Patrick is arguably one of the best-known saints in the British Isles, like Ninian his world is one where the lines between fantasy and fact are repeatedly blurred. When studying the medieval period, the further back in time you go, the murkier the picture gets. Certain areas and individuals come into sharp relief thanks to a chance survival of a particularly clear text – for example, Bede’s accounts of Northumbria. But, otherwise, the wealth of material we have for, say, the eleventh century, is overwhelming in comparison to the fragments we have for the fifth. So St Patrick appears ‘through a glass darkly’ (1 Corinthians 13:12).

Patrick is celebrated the world over, wherever Irish people have moved and settled, although he is equally popular with those boasting little or no connection with Ireland, because of the great excitement surrounding his feast day on 17 March. Now notorious for the imbibing of pints of Guinness, this tradition actually stems from the fact that St Patrick’s Day was an opportunity for the harsh restrictions of Lent to be relieved for one day so people could feast and drink alcohol. In fact, Guinness developed a campaign that stated ‘Everyone’s Irish on March 17th’, which is not only clever marketing, but also indicates how deeply engrained saints are within national identity.

Other traditional aspects of Patrick’s feast day include ‘wearing of the green’ and the display of shamrocks. According to legendary accounts, the saint explained the three parts of the trinity using its leaf, although this could again be an echo of older Druidic practices which split a single god or goddess into triplicate form. The echoes of nature gods and goddesses are also felt in Patrick’s association with the colour green. Every year, the Chicago River is turned green on his feast day in order to reflect the Emerald Isle and its patron saint. But even this famous date and these seemingly ancient traditions are only tentatively linked to a real, living, breathing individual. In fact, as with Alban, Brigid and Ninian, the real Patrick is incredibly hard to access.

It is impossible to say with certainty where or when Patrick was born. In terms of his dates, the traditional view is that he arrived in Ireland in AD 432 and died in AD 461, making him one of the earliest missionaries to bring Christianity to Ireland. However, recent work has pushed his dates back to the end of the century. This would have wider implications, since this would question his place as the country’s first saint and evangelist. He couldn’t have written his two famous texts, Declaration and Letter to the Soldiers of Coroticus, earlier than the beginning of the fifth century (because he quotes part of Jerome’s Vulgate translations of the Bible, which were only circulated after AD 384) or any later than the end of the fifth century (as he suggests the Franks are still pagan at the time of his writing, and they converted around AD 500),8 but these are the only dates of which we can be sure. This leaves a huge historical sweep of over a hundred years to explore, and the question of exactly when Patrick lived, wrote and died has obsessed scholars across the centuries.

One Celtic scholar, Charles Plummer, even claimed that Patrick never existed at all. But a more convincing argument has been put forward that hagiographical texts have blended two different individuals into the one figure of Patrick.9 According to this theory, the Patrick who wrote the two famous texts should be considered as distinct and different from the bishop Patrick (also referred to as Palladius), who brought Christianity to the Irish first and was a Gaulish bishop, sent by Pope Celestine to convert the pagan Irish to Christianity in the wake of the Pelagian heresy.10 It is highly likely that, just as the legends surrounding St Brigid seem to have blended a real woman with another figure, the goddess Brigid, so the Patrick still celebrated today is a hybrid of two individuals: one who wrote beautiful and revealing texts about his experiences, and another who was the first bishop of the Irish.

That there was a friendship between the two patron saints of Ireland – Patrick and Brigid – is suggested in the ninth-century Book of Armagh, which stated that the two pillars of the Irish people ‘had but one heart and one mind’. Yet there appear to be distinct differences between these two saints. While Brigid emerged from an ancient, home-grown tradition of pagan Druidic beliefs and practices, Patrick represented a world of Roman Christianity, translated over from Roman Britain and clear in its links with a more Continental set of ideas. This book will focus on Patrick the younger, rather than Patrick the elder (Palladius), and presume that he was active slightly later in the fifth century, with the annals suggesting a date as late as AD 492–3 for his death. This is the St Patrick whose words have lasted over the ages in his personally and intimately written texts, and who is charged with establishing the archbishopric at Armagh. It is he who legend remembers, and the time in which he lived was a fascinating one, when the distance between Celtic Irish, Christian Britons and the rest of Christendom was being stretched.

As far as his origins are concerned, it is established fact that Patrick was not Irish. However, in terms of determining exactly where he originated, suggestions range from Wales and Cornwall to Scotland. There is some evidence to suggest that he came from the Scottish site of Dumbarton Rock in western Scotland. This was the capital of the British kingdom of Strathclyde, and was reputedly governed by a chieftain named Coroticus. Dumbarton Rock is a significant location, since it was here that Welsh Britons had set up an independent kingdom and powerbase along the Clyde. That the settlers here in western Scotland spoke a form of Welsh attests to the fluidity of identity in the early medieval period, and it was probably at Dumbarton Rock that the famous Welsh poem, The Gododdin, was written down. There is a church dedicated to St Patrick on the Rock.

Other suggestions for where Patrick originated include areas of Christian settlement along Hadrian’s Wall. The site of Birdoswald has been suggested, since Patrick gives the name of his birthplace as ‘Banna Venta Berniae’. As this site was also known as Banna, the name could be reconstructed as ‘bend in the tribal pass’. This is conjecture, and all that is known for certain is that Patrick was of Romano-British stock, referring to himself as ‘civites’, a citizen of the Empire, despite the fact that he was writing some hundred or so years after Roman ties with Britain had been cut.

This was a time when the financial and political security felt by those previously connected to Rome was eradicated. Villas were starting to crumble, aqueducts were falling into disrepair, skills like glass- and wine-making were slipping away, and previously impressive cities were being abandoned to the elements. A way of life was dying; this was a volatile time, with a power vacuum waiting to be filled. Saint Patrick inhabited a world where legendary figures like King Arthur were the vestigial wielders of influence, and a time of relatively civilised security was replaced by uncertainty. The collapse of the dictatorial control of the Roman Empire left the native British people struggling to regroup.

Patrick tells us how these changes affected his life in two letters that have fortunately survived down the millennium and a half since he wrote them. In this respect, Patrick becomes the first British saint with a voice, since he straddles the divide between prehistory and history by writing down his own accounts.11 Unlike other writers of his time, his work is not purely focused on issues of Christian doctrine; his letters are extremely personal, and provide details of his life and times. They are very readable, even for a modern audience, and their accessible nature has made him feel more tangible than many of his contemporary saints. This could explain his great popularity as patron saint of Ireland, in that we can still get a sense of how he lived, what he valued and the feelings he experienced.

Patrick and Slavery

Patrick’s Declaration in particular provides nuggets of information about his life that become increasingly useful when considered alongside other evidence from late Roman Britain. For example, it states that his father was a deacon, and his grandfather a priest, so he was brought up in a Christian environment. His family were landowning aristocracy, who farmed the surrounding area and owed loyalty to the Roman system under which they had profited.12 As a young boy Patrick would have been educated, and taught to read and write in Latin. He would have lived a relatively privileged life, with his needs taken care of by slaves and his land farmed by serfs.

However, by the fourth century most of the Romano-British population appears to have been only minimally Romanised. The majority still lived in Iron Age-style houses and used perfectly effective pre-Roman farming techniques – like Ninian and his community in Whithorn. Patrick and his family probably owned a similar sort of a rural farm-holding, and they almost certainly spoke Celtic dialects alongside Latin. Yet Patrick’s aristocratic family were just as much Roman-Britons as were the few per cent that lived in villas or towns, and from early in the third century they were all legally Roman citizens. They didn’t live in the highly ordered grid system of a city like Verulamium; instead, they were masters of a farming community – a form of landed gentry. But disaster struck his household when Irish pirates ransacked his property and took the young Patrick into slavery just shy of his sixteenth birthday.

There were good reasons for the Irish to invade wealthy and industrially advanced areas of Britain after the decline of the Roman military defences in the early fifth century. Not only were there good supplies of slaves, which could be sold on for profit, but also there were natural resources and new industrial advances that the raiders could benefit from. It is very likely that, when the Irish raiders attacked the farms where Patrick was seized, they would have witnessed ploughing techniques and soil cultivation with iron spades and tools, which would have been valuable on their own lands. Indeed, they probably seized ploughmen and their tools, along with other commodities from the Roman farms, such as the young noble boy Patrick.13 It seems no accident that the young Patrick was put to work in agriculture, given responsibility for herding sheep and ensuring a good return on their wool.

Gildas, possibly writing in Gloucestershire, or elsewhere along the Welsh borders, recorded the predatory nature of the fifth- and sixth-century Irish raiders, describing them as insects emerging into the sun:

From curroughs in which they had been carried across the valley of the sea, there eagerly emerged foul crowds of Scotti [Irish] and Picts, like dark hoards of maggots from the narrowest cracks of recesses when the sun is overhead and its rays grow warm.14

The slave trade was an active and real threat across Roman Britain in the fifth century. But, while Patrick understood the hardships of slavery from the inside and condemned the murder of Christian slaves, he did not stand against it. To him, slavery was an essential component of life, and something that he had perceived from both sides: as slave and patron. He didn’t want to change the status quo, since the concept of a world without slavery would have been entirely foreign to him. He rallied against the mistreatment of slaves, but he was also a man of his time and did not want to radically reshape attitudes towards slavery.

In his other famous letter, Patrick criticises Christian soldiers under Coroticus’s command, as they had stolen some of his converts and sold them to the Picts as slaves. The appeal to Coroticus to return his slaves has a personal element to it, since Patrick himself had suffered a similar fate at the hands of Celtic raiders. He spent six years in Ireland, no doubt suffering deeply, both from physically punishing work and the social frustration at having gone from being a wealthy Romano-Briton to an abused commodity. In his letter he uses the power he later acquired by rising through the Church to find justice for those who suffered a similar fate to him.

It was while working as a shepherd slave in Ireland that Patrick discovered a burning passion for Christianity, and in his own letter he describes in the most vivid terms the motivation for entering into life as a missionary:

When I had arrived in Ireland and was looking after flocks the whole time, I prayed frequently each day. And more and more, the love of God and the fear of him grew in me, and my faith was increased and my spirit enlivened. So much so that I prayed up to a hundred times in the day and almost as often at night. I even remained in the wood and on the mountain to pray. And – come hail, rain or snow – I was up before dawn to pray … I now understand this, that the Spirit was fervent in me.15

After turning twenty-one, and having lived his early adult years as a slave in Ireland, Patrick says in his Declaration that he escaped and returned to Britain. This was an unusual event, as few slaves would be successful in such an enterprise, while fewer still would gain safe passage across the sea back to their homeland. Patrick writes with passion about the hunger he experienced, and the arduous journey of hundreds of miles he undertook to get back to his family. He would have travelled over sea in a curach, bashed by the oceanic waves and fearing for his life. He would have then travelled on foot along lawless, dangerous and neglected tracks, constantly using basic navigation techniques to wend his way back to his childhood home. This journey shows the willpower and strength of character the young Patrick must have possessed.

Having been welcomed back with great surprise and adulation by his family, Patrick was, remarkably, unable to settle back into his home. Perhaps the pirate raids had changed the complexion of his property, and he may have lost members of his family and friends through the six intervening years. Whatever his reasons, Patrick was soon restless to pursue his new-found religious fervour and follow his father and grandfather’s example by training as a priest. He then made the staggering decision to leave his home and return to Ireland as a missionary. That he was prepared to go back along this long and difficult journey is a sign of the extreme approach to his missionary work. Rather than a life of comfort with those who loved him, he chose hardship, ridicule and numerous brushes with death.

Patrick: Missionary and Outcast

In true missionary spirit, Patrick seemed unable to resist returning to convert the people who had held him as a slave. This may seem like a foolish decision, but it chimes with the missionary zeal that was to grow up in Ireland particularly, whereby pagans should be appealed to, even if they were terrifying and hostile, because otherwise their souls were condemned to hell. Patrick himself wrote, ‘the one and only purpose I had in going back to that people from whom I had earlier escaped was the Gospels and the promises of God.’16

It is important to remember that the mind of Patrick was very different from those of modern-day Christians, in that he saw the end of days as being on the horizon. His world was one full of the threat of real demons and an apocalypse that would see humanity divided between the damned and saved for all eternity. He wanted to save people by converting them to Christianity while he had the chance. This is something that is hard to grasp from our modern perspective, but this was a true evangelical missionary fervour that burnt inside him, and in many of the other missionary saints of the early medieval period.

Patrick re-entered a hostile and unpredictable nation. Ireland in the early Christian period was made up of at least 120 chiefdoms, usually described as petty kingdoms, typically having about 700 warriors each. Patrick was faced with the challenge of both travelling safely between these kingdoms and calling people together. The bell that Patrick may have used as he wandered across the countryside in search of potential converts is venerated in a much later bell-shrine.17 The interior bell may not be contemporary with Patrick, as it has been dated to the eighth to ninth centuries, while the exterior reliquary is eleventh century. Nevertheless, it has been celebrated as one of Ireland’s most significant relics for over a millennium. The grandeur of the casing and its distinctly Viking style testify to the fact that it was treated with respect even by later, very different, settlers of Ireland. There are about a dozen surviving Celtic bell-shrines, which suggests that this sort of contact relic (rather than corporeal relics including parts of a saint’s body) were highly prized within the Irish Church. The bell, crozier and book are symbolic of the Celtic saint’s struggle through the wilderness to bring the word of God to those seeking salvation.

Patrick did not choose an easy path for himself. He was certainly rebuked, with hostility, by the native Irish Celts, and he endured criticism from other churchmen. The Declaration is actually written in defence of claims made against him by fellow Christians and Irish rulers. He opens the letter: ‘I am Patrick – a sinner – the most unsophisticated and unworthy among all the faithful of God. Indeed, to many I am the most despised.’ The accusations made against Patrick include fraud, for he states that he will return the money that wealthy women have given him and accept no payment for performing rites like baptism. It certainly casts him in a different light, but the accusation of manipulating women to commandeer their wealth for the Church is one that had been levelled against other churchmen, including St Jerome.

From the very earliest days of the Church, women were appealed to for financial support. In the Roman world wealthy women could conduct business transactions and lend money. Many of the earliest house churches, like that of Santa Pudenziana in Rome, take their names from the women who bequeathed the buildings to the Church. Individuals like Pudenziana and her sister Prassede were the benefactors of these earlier Tituli, which later grew into larger basilical churches. In the early centuries of Christianity, house churches were modest buildings containing a place for baptism, education and receiving the Eucharist. Widows in particular could inherit property and choose to leave this to the Church after their death.

Appealing to women for funds was not unheard of, but the fact that this is levelled against Patrick in the fifth century tells us two things: firstly, he was in need of funds to boost his missionary work in terms of converting the pagan Irish; and, secondly, that he resorted to any means possible, including sweet-talking Irish noblewomen, to secure much-needed income, protection and support. Patrick was a man alone without a lord in the wilderness, and this was a perilous situation in the early medieval period. He writes that he had to bribe the Irish kings constantly to ensure his safety. Yet he then encouraged the women in their households to become Christians, or even nuns. The removal of noblewomen from the secular sphere into the religious would have angered male rulers, since women were valuable cogs in the political machine. By becoming nuns, wealthy women could not secure bloodlines or expedient marriages. Patrick was wedging himself at the heart of Irish politics, and this would make him few friends.

There is another crime that is alluded to in the letter, which he related to a friend and which ultimately cost him his bishopric earlier in his career. While we don’t know what that crime was, it must have been severe to have such repercussions many years after the event. Patrick writes:

The pretence of that attack against me was that, after thirty years, they found out about a confession I had made in the years even before I was a deacon. At that time, because I was so troubled in my spirit, I revealed to my best friend something I had done one day in my youth – not even a day, but in an hour – because I was not yet then strong in my faith. I was, maybe, fifteen years old and didn’t believe in the Living God.18

The two sins that most fit this description are idolatry (Patrick had rejected the Christian faith of his parents in his youth) or murder, since both acts could take an hour, yet require a lifetime of penance. These are serious crimes, and they indicate that Patrick was a complex and problematic character. While he was remarkably willing to return to a people who had subjugated and punished him, in order to spread Christianity there, to other churchmen he was a sinner, an uneducated man who had not learnt his Latin or his theology thoroughly, a political game player with no clear protection or overlord, and someone many wished to see punished.

Patrick as Bishop

As far as setting up a successful ecclesiastical system across Ireland was concerned, it must have been clear to Patrick from the start that the Roman method of Church organisation, centred on dioceses and cities, was not going to be effective in Ireland. The Roman Empire had never reached Ireland, and so it had none of its roads, cities and administrative infrastructure. Instead, Ireland was a looser form of society, with petty kings surrounded by the family groups. The fraternal relationship between an abbot and his monks seemed to fit more comfortably within this familiar setting, and so as Christianity gained a footing in Ireland through the sixth century, monasteries became more popular than dioceses and bishops.

The Ireland into which Patrick stepped was not yet fully Christian. In the fifth century some early missionaries had success exposing the Irish rulers to Christian ideas, so we find the elder Patrick (Palladius) and others making good headway in terms of converting prominent members of Celtic tribes. Although boasting little Christian conclaves from the fifth century, the predominant religious group in Ireland at the time that Patrick was preaching was the Druids. Unlike Brigid, who emerged from, and melded with, older Druidic traditions, Patrick seems to have been unpopular with the Druid leaders. Murchiú’s seventh-century Life of St Patrick records a poem supposedly related by Druids in response to the saint. Although it was probably invented by the later writer, it presents possible insights into how Christian missionaries were perceived by the established religious leaders of pagan Ireland:

Across the sea will come Adze-head, crazed in the head, his cloak with hole for the head, his stick bent in the head. He will chant impieties from a table in the front of his house; all his people will answer: ‘so be it, so be it.’19

Here the Druids seem to cast Patrick as a mentally unstable foreign eccentric, and his followers recite their basic, sheep-like reaction as a sign that they too are ‘crazed in the head’.

Patrick was unpopular with the Druids because he was directly assuming their role within society as religious guides to both the people and the royal houses. He was also upsetting the natural balance within royal households, encouraging women in particular to put aside their responsibility of bearing children and securing marriages, and instead embrace a life of chastity. Murchiú records how tensions between the Druids, the High King of Ireland and Patrick came to a head on Easter, at the symbolic location of Tara.

Long held as a potent site, the Hill of Tara was the powerbase for the high kings of Ireland, and it boasts an extensive Iron Age enclosure and the Stone of Destiny, Lia Fáil, at which the kings were crowned up to AD 500. The legendary semi-divine group the Tuatha Dé Danann, which included the goddess Brigid among its ranks, was said to have brought the stone to Ireland. In a telling account, which may be founded on grains of fact, Murchiú states that on Easter night the king and his Druid leaders were celebrating the Celtic festival of fire on the hill, during which they extinguished their flames and would not light them again until dawn. Patrick and his followers gathered at a nearby hill and lit Easter fires that illuminated the night sky. This was an act punishable by death, so Patrick was doing something extremely provocative. Although the hagiographical text dresses the event up in biblical references and symbolism, this was an act of incitement, designed to get a response from the king. Patrick, like Alban, was a political radical who was not afraid to challenge those in power.

Murchiú’s account does stretch the limits of reality. In a dramatic passage, he goes on to relate how the king, Loiguire, was furious and took his nine chariots to meet with Patrick. The Druid leaders instructed the king to remain outside, for then he was less likely to be tricked by the Christian saint’s acts. Patrick went out to meet the king and his followers, provocatively singing a Psalm which undermined Loiguire’s ceremonial arrival: ‘Some put their trust in chariots and some in horses; but we will walk in the name of the Lord our God.’20 The personality that emerges from Murchiú’s Life is wilful, militaristic, scheming and inflammatory.

Patrick was forced to defend his actions in a magical contest against the Druid leaders. Enflamed by one of the Druids’ words against Christianity, Murchiú writes that Patrick cast a spell which raised the magician up in the air and smashed his skull on a rock. While this is largely fiction, the idea that Patrick’s hagiographical text could record him murdering one of the most important advisers to the king, in his royal presence, on such a sacred site and during a sacred festival, seems remarkable.

In the following commotion, Patrick was said to have made darkness fall over the heathens, who were then slaughtered so that only the king, queen and two of his followers survived. The queen then begged for Patrick’s mercy and the royal family departed, humiliated and grieving. This story was transmitted as a sign that the forceful Patrick, filled with the power of the Christian God, could defeat any enemy, particularly the pagan Druidic bedrock of pre-Christian Ireland. But it strikes the modern reader as a startling and hard-hitting way to spread a religious message. Patrick appears unforgiving and brutal towards the Druids in this account, despite the fact that he uses many of their magical actions against them. The legend of Patrick banishing snakes from Ireland may, in fact, be referring to the fact that he banished Druids.

Patrick’s own letter to the soldiers of Coroticus contains a passage stating that ‘No murderer can be with Christ’, which casts doubt on the account of him murdering a Druid. Nevertheless, both his own letters and later legends that grew up around him suggest that Patrick was a man with many sides, capable of great and terrible acts. This fact was clearly appreciated by Christian scribes after his death. In the Book of Armagh, a ninth-century manuscript held in Trinity College, Dublin, a copy of his Declaration survives, but the sections relating to the more questionable acts he performed have been deliberately excluded. It is fortunate that six other copies survive across Ireland, France and England, with which comparison can be made. But the oldest copy now in Dublin indicates that attempts were made to clean up Patrick’s image. As with other saints covered by this book, Patrick was neither black nor white, good nor bad, but lived in the real world of politics, power and passion.

The Isle of Man and Wales

Patrick is credited with extending the reach of Christianity far throughout Ireland and the surrounding Isles, and here too later texts record that he employed a rather merciless set of techniques. The conversion of the Isle of Man to Christianity in the fifth century is also thought to be due to his influence. The founding saint of Man, St Maughold, was converted after an encounter with Patrick. The legend states that Maughold was an Irish prince and part of a pirate gang. On meeting Patrick, he attempted to test his sanctity, particularly the suggestion that he could raise people from the dead. Maughold placed a living man in a shroud and asked Patrick to revive him from death. Patrick blessed the body, and when they opened it they saw that the man had died – an interesting insight into the games that a saint could play. In effect, he murdered the man to prove a point!

The legend continues that Maughold was so upset by what he’d done that he appealed to Patrick, who revived the dead man in the manner of a magician, firmly rebuked the pirates and cast Maughold away on a curach with no oars, by which he landed on the coast of Man.21 Both saints come out of this encounter with a tarnished image. Maughold provoked a saint and through his foolish behaviour had one of his friends killed, while Patrick supposedly murdered someone to prove a point and then used magic to revive him.

Maughold is a particularly interesting example of an early saint who struggled to balance his virtues and vices. A later poem describes some of his failings:

If his sins we could fish up,
Before he was bishop;
He led his poor wife,
It is said, a sad life,
Would cheat her and beat her,
And often ill-treat her;
Nay, threaten to kick her,
When he was in liquor,
Though now a saint, yet he
Was once-of banditti.21

Maughold, like St Patrick who influenced him, is remembered as a complex character subject to human failings. That a saint could leave behind their sins, receive forgiveness and go on to perform good acts, features in a number of the surviving early hagiographical texts regarding conversion in the fifth and sixth centuries.

Saint David, the patron saint of Wales, also emerged from this conflicted time. He was born some time around AD 500 and died around AD 590, which is a long life at any point in history. He was renowned as a teacher, bishop and founder of churches and monasteries, mostly within the confines of Wales. It is interesting that the Celtic fringes chose saints that looked back to their earliest Christian days. David is a good example, since the texts written about him indicate he was not particularly renowned for miracles or asceticism. Instead, he seems to have been a practical leader of the Church, a bishop at the time of the Pelagian heresy.22 His best-known miracle is said to have taken place when he was preaching against Pelagianism in the middle of a large crowd at the Synod of Brefi: the village of Llanddewi Brefi commemorates the ground where David stood, which reputedly rose up to form a small hill. One writer notes that you can scarcely ‘conceive of any miracle more superfluous’ in that part of Wales than the creation of a new hill.23

He was Bishop (probably not Archbishop) of Menevia, the Roman port in Pembrokeshire, later known as St David’s, which was at the time the chief point of departure for Ireland. This is most of what’s known with any certainty about the patron saint of Wales. His life was recorded some 500 years after his death, by Rhygyfarch, a son of the then bishop of St David’s. Clearly, the hagiographical text is biased, firstly because it gives a partisan account designed to prop up the episcopate of St David’s and support its claim of independence from the Archbishop of Canterbury. Wales wanted devolution from England in the eleventh century too. And secondly, because so many centuries had passed between David’s life and his hagiographer’s. It would be like writing a biography of Henry VIII now without the benefit of documentary sources.

Saint David gets wrapped up in fascinating but farcical situations by other later authors too, all of whom have their own agendas. In one source, the chronicles of Geoffrey of Monmouth, David is described as King Arthur’s uncle, while elsewhere it states that thirty years before his birth, an angel delivered a prophesy of him to St Patrick. Attempts have been made to connect these early British and Celtic saints over the centuries, and while their lives tell differing stories, they do present an image of fifth-century Britain moving gradually and haltingly towards Christianity. From Wales and Cornwall to Scotland and then over to Ireland, Christian missions did continue to spread the Gospel and spread their own influence and authority, occasionally with the backing of the Pope, and otherwise with their own guts and charisma to guide them.

The fifth and sixth centuries were difficult times to be a religious figure, since throughout the British Isles older traditions were being supplanted by Christian ideas, institutions and influential individuals. Patrick, Maughold and David all lived in a pagan Celtic world before they emerged as Christian saints. They had grown up within violent, complicated, conflicted environments, where slavery, barbarism, war and bloodshed were part of life. As they moved into a new ideology and embraced a Christian worldview that would alter society from the ground up, they would inevitably meet with resistance. It is hardly surprising that their legends retain glimpses of this world, and understanding their part as players in it allows us clearer insight into this transitional time.

The early saints of England, Ireland, Wales, Scotland and the Isle of Man are all shrouded in the mists of the darkest parts of medieval history in terms of documentary evidence – the fourth to the sixth centuries. On the basis of what can be distilled from later texts written about them, each saint had a different reason for being recognised as a founding father or patron saint. Patrick faced many struggles, in terms of being taken into slavery and battling opposition on many fronts. Yet his legacy remains in the deeply personal texts he wrote, which reveal a man battling against the odds to take his new religion to the very people who had oppressed him. He comes across as a victim, constantly having to defend himself and make excuses, but he was clearly determined enough to persevere, and if it wasn’t he who was the very first to preach Christianity to the Irish, then he is still remembered as the first to have widespread success with his conversion.

The process of converting and preaching is also recorded in the founding legends of Maughold and David. In the case of the Isle of Man, the real hero of the story is Patrick, for he is credited with spreading the Christian message to the island. However, the reformed criminal and outlaw Maughold experienced extreme guilt and undertook penance, so becoming a treasured saint in Man. David is even harder to pin down, especially since Wales was rich in Christians from the fourth century onwards. However, he has been remembered as patron saint due to his role in cleansing Britain of the stain of heresy, and through his apparently orthodox stance. As the next wave of missionary activity emerged in the late sixth century, this time with a papally sanctioned enterprise, the Welsh no doubt needed a rallying figure to present them internationally as virtuous and orthodox Christians that wished to keep in line with Roman practices. David was a good rallying point, and a home-grown bishop at that, so he remains Wales’s patron saint.

It has been essential to establish the emergence of sanctity, first in Roman Britain and then in Ireland, before arriving at the Anglo-Saxons. History is not a set of defined periods, sitting distinct from one another, but rather a constant flux, where changes take place gradually and are influenced by many varying factors. To leap straight into a study of Anglo-Saxon saints without first understanding the Roman period in which Christianity set down roots in Britain – and then the Celtic Church, which was to have such a profound effect on English saints – would be to begin the story far too late.

In terms of the next saint, our gaze moves towards England and the Anglo-Saxons. Though pagan in the fifth and sixth centuries, they were converted through the combined efforts of Roman and Celtic missionaries. The year AD 597 was pivotal. A group of fearful Roman missionaries was sent across Europe to Kent, while the Irish saint Columba died, having established a monastery on Iona, right on the edge of the Anglo-Saxon world. Two very different types of sanctity emerged, and both were to impact upon the later Anglo-Saxon saints. However, if Anglo-Saxon Christians could have chosen a patron saint for themselves, it is clear whom they would have picked. Like George, he was not a native of England, but he was celebrated as the saviour of the English and the man responsible for converting the pagan Anglo-Saxons. He was a Roman and a pope: Gregory the Great.


Chapter Four

Gregory: A Great Mission

‘He therefore again asked, what was the name of that nation? And was answered, that they were called Angles. “Right,” said he, “for they have an Angelic face, and it becomes such to be co-heirs with the Angels in heaven. What is the name,” proceeded he, “of the province from which they are brought?” It was replied, that the natives of that province were called Deiri. “Truly are they De ira,” said he, “withdrawn from wrath, and called to the mercy of Christ. How is the king of that province called?” They told him his name was Ælla: and he, alluding to the name said, “Hallelujah, the praise of God the Creator must be sung in those parts.”’

Bede, History of the English Church and People.1






This famous anecdote records the moment when Pope Gregory, inspired by the sight of pagan Anglo-Saxon slave boys in the Roman forum, decided to send a mission to convert the nation to Christianity. Clearly a lover of puns, Gregory was motivated to send a group of Continental Christians to the very edges of the known world in order to save these ‘Angels/Angles’. During his sixty-four years Gregory ‘the Great’ certainly earned his epithet. He was seen both by his contemporaries and every generation since as a light in the Dark Ages. A prolific writer, he is renowned as one of the four great Latin Fathers of the Western Church, alongside Augustine, Ambrose and Jerome. The writings of these four men have influenced Christian theology in the Western World more than any others. He reformed the Church liturgy, rebuilt the papacy after years of famine and hardship had all but destroyed Rome, and was the first pope from a monastic background. Even protestant reformers like John Calvin acknowledged his virtues, perceiving him as the last good pope.2

But to the English he was particularly significant. In the eyes of the first Anglo-Saxon converts, it was he who brought their souls to salvation – something we might find difficult to grasp today. As far as the early converts were concerned, Gregory was offering the pagan Anglo-Saxons a chance to sign up for the opportunity of a lifetime and beyond. They were guaranteed a place in paradise for all eternity – a pretty exciting prospect! His mission was to have varying degrees of success over the next few decades, but the fact that he sent his fellow monk and evangelist Augustine to the Isle of Thanet in AD 597 would ultimately transform the religious complexion of England.

This one man changed English history, and he was acknowledged a saint immediately after his death, especially among those Anglo-Saxons filled with evangelical enthusiasm through his efforts. The ‘saviour of English souls’, he is the first saint covered by this book that we can access with any degree of certainty. We know where he lived, what he thought, what he valued and how he operated. There is one place in England where his efforts were most effectively realised, and it remains at the beating heart of the English Church today: Canterbury.

The cities of England are founded on layers of history, each of which has been replaced by subsequent expressions of taste, transformation and power, leaving many strata of lost worlds under basements and in sewerage systems. In locations where little development has taken place over the centuries, it’s often easier to sense the past in a tangible way. But in the bustling cities of London, Southampton, York or Oxford, it can be hard to access the layers of history between the reams of Starbucks coffee shops and high-street stores. However, these places all resound with the footsteps of thousands of long-dead inhabitants, and reward the intrepid explorer. Within the thriving contemporary metropolis of London, for example, Roman ruins and medieval priories sit virtually hidden behind tower blocks, on the edge of busy road junctions. The evidence is still there, but it takes effort to find it.

Canterbury veritably teems with history, from beyond the medieval past right up to the present. There are few locations in England whose story has been told so thoroughly and fascinatingly across the ages. One of the central poems at the heart of English culture, Geoffrey Chaucer’s The Canterbury Tales, emphasises the importance of this place in drawing people towards it over the centuries. Great dramas have occurred here; most notably the death of the Archbishop Thomas Becket on the sacred ground of the Cathedral. Canterbury is the powerbase of the Archbishop today, and to the many who have come before him, and the city has played a central role in the religious spirit of a nation. But despite its magnificent cathedral and monumental gatehouses, its origins are remarkably humble. The story of the conversion of the Anglo-Saxons to Christianity begins with a small, brick-built church on the edge of the old Canterbury to Richborough road, alongside the modern buildings of the university. Almost hidden from view, the Church of St Martin is extremely humble in appearance, and at first sight seems an unlikely place for the emergence of Christianity in England.

St Martin’s Church may well be designated a World Heritage Site, but unlike Fountains Abbey or Blenheim Palace, it commands little in the way of awe and magnificence. It is a simple church that could barely accommodate a hundred people, which has been rebuilt over the years so it now appears like a patchwork quilt of bricks from different ages. But at the chancel end some interesting features indicate why this church is so important. Small red Roman bricks, held together with pink mortar, have been incorporated into the fabric, revealing that this building has a history stretching back beyond the coming of the Angles, Saxons and Jutes to the Romano-British past.

There is a round-headed doorway in the south wall of the chancel, and a similar arch above the windows in the west wall of the nave, both of which are now blocked up yet hint at the Roman roots of this building. The original bricks in the wall are laid in horizontal lines between bands of stone blocks, so act as ‘string courses’. It isn’t clear whether the original Roman building was a church, or if it served some other function, perhaps as a mausoleum. But it was certainly in use as a church by the AD 590s, and this makes it the oldest church in continuous use anywhere in the English-speaking world. Bede records that it served the Frankish princess Bertha, wife of Kent’s powerful king, Aethelberht:

There was on the east side of the city a church dedicated to the honour of St Martin, built whilst the Romans were still in the island, wherein the queen, who, as has been said before, was a Christian, used to pray.3

Bertha has been canonised a saint for her part in the conversion of the English. She married King Aethelberht in a politically expedient union, perhaps as early as AD 567 (when her parents were alive), or more probably by about AD 580. A condition of this marriage between a Christian and a pagan was that the Frankish princess was allowed to bring a bishop with her, and to be given a suitable church building in which to hear Mass. The bishop who came with her was called Luidhard, and a fortunate piece of evidence survives to support the claim that he was preaching the Christian faith among the pagan Anglo-Saxons more than a decade before Augustine’s mission in AD 597.
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The Luidhard medalet was found near St Martin’s Church in Canterbury around 1844. It is a small coin or medal that has been turned into a necklace through the addition of a gold loop. It has a bust wearing a diadem on one side, and an exotic cross with two arms on the other.



The Luidhard medalet, reportedly discovered in the early nineteenth century near the graveyard at St Martin’s, is in the form of a coin with a mount attached to enable it to be worn as a pendant. It was found along with seven other items, now known collectively as the Canterbury-St Martin’s hoard. The items were probably strung together on the necklace of a sixth-century woman, and among the other coins were an Italian tremissis (equivalent to one third of a solidus), two Frankish tremissis, and a solidus. This was a valuable collection of booty, despite the fact that the Anglo-Saxons were still a barter society in the sixth century, so didn’t use the coins as money. But the Luidhard medalet is particularly important, since it is the oldest surviving coin minted in Anglo-Saxon England.4

The medalet displays the bust of a man wearing a robe with a diadem on his head. On the other side is a Patriarchal cross, which has two arms, the topmost one representing the inscription that was nailed above Christ, proclaiming him King of the Jews. Both sides display exotic imagery, which would have been largely unfamiliar to pagan Anglo-Saxon metalworkers. It is the inscription, however, that reveals the embryonic nature of this first minted English coin. It is the abbreviated form of ‘Leudardus Episcopus’, which means ‘Bishop Luidhard’, and it’s believed that the medalet was created to honour the arrival of Bertha and her bishop to Canterbury. However, the words appear on the coin in reverse.

There may be an explanation for this. The Anglo-Saxon goldsmith charged with creating the coin would have been looking at a foreign example from which he could copy the text and images. When creating the mould for the medal he copied the letters over verbatim, but the gold was then poured into the mould to create a reflected version. Because the smith was almost certainly illiterate, he would not have understood his mistake, and so this medal survives to give us a glimpse of Anglo-Saxon England on the edge of the literate Christian world. This was a world poised between pagan and Christian, and the driving force towards change was Gregory.

Gregory and His Mission

The quote at the beginning of this chapter comes from Bede’s account of the moment Gregory felt motivated to send a Christian mission to the pagan Anglo-Saxons. That this event ever actually happened is dubious. Gregory was not ignorant of the Anglo-Saxons, and would certainly have already known of the pagan race inhabiting a previous domain of the Roman Empire: Britannia. But he would also have known that this non-Christian outpost on the edge of the world was ripe for conversion. The arrival of Bertha and her Frankish bishop Luidhard in Canterbury a decade or two earlier would not have gone unnoticed by the papacy.

The profiles of the Anglo-Saxon kingdoms were rising on the Christian continent, and their rulers were increasingly putting feelers out towards the Christian world.5 They were compelled, as later the Vikings would be, to draw themselves closer to the networks of trade, power and political allegiances this world offered. But in addition to these links being forged between increasingly powerful Anglo-Saxon kings and Christians in Europe, Gregory would also have been aware that the pagan Germanic tribes were coming under the influence of Christianity from a different direction to Rome. On the coast of Dál Riata, from his powerbase on the island of Iona, a fervent missionary was beginning to influence the royal houses of Anglo-Saxon England.

Saint Columba and his Celtic form of Christianity posed a threat to the Pope. If the pagans were to be converted, they were to be converted to the Roman way. Pope Gregory envisaged a Roman Empire reunited as a Christian Roman Empire, with the founding fathers Romulus and Remus replaced by saints Peter and Paul. The timings were essential, for if his mission did not succeed then the island could become a heretical outpost, disconnected from Rome. Gregory was sending a missionary army to conduct an ideological conquest as significant as the coming of the Romans or the Normans.

Although not an Anglo-Saxon saint, Pope Gregory the Great had a hugely important role to play in transforming the religious and social complexion of England, and establishing the nature of sanctity throughout the nation from the sixth century onwards. He certainly deserves his epithet of ‘Great’, given the situation he inherited when he became pope in AD 590. Rome was in the most dire state. Despite its ancient heritage and the idea of imperial power it still exercised in the minds of rulers across Europe and beyond, the city itself had been stripped of most of its influence and population by the end of the sixth century. The imperial court had moved to Constantinople on Constantine’s instructions, and the majority of the ruling families in Rome were drawn there. The influence of Gothic occupiers in Italy following the migration period, and the sack of Rome by the Visigoths in AD 410, and later by Ostrogoths in AD 546, meant that there was little wealth left in the city.

The neglect of the aqueduct system and the deliberate cutting of water supplies by the Goths had led to flooding in the areas outside the city, creating an infested swamp. The population had dropped from 800,000 in AD 400 to just 30,000 by AD 550, and the Pope at this time was impoverished, having to beg for clothing.6 It is no wonder that Gregory did not want the position of pope. However, his aristocratic family were one of the few that had remained in service of Church and city. His great-grandfather was Pope Felix III, so there was an expectation that he would go into the Church. Gregory had intended a life of monastic seclusion, although his early adulthood was spent as Prefect, one of the highest secular positions in the city.

A number of his family had gone into the monastic life, and it seems Gregory grew tired of politics around AD 575, so he turned his family holdings between the Palatine and Caelian Hills into a monastery and retired there. In the next five years he lived an extreme life of prayer, fasting and meditating, writing his famous work Dialogues, which in particular stressed the virtues of the recently deceased St Benedict of Nursia, author of the Benedictine Rule. The monastic ideals set out in this document were to have wide-reaching effects across the Christian world, and particularly in Anglo-Saxon England.

Gregory was a brilliant mind at a time when the Church most needed one, and so he could not simply retreat into monastic seclusion, but was instead ordained as deacon against his wishes. He was relocated to Constantinople, where his conservative streak shone through; he recreated his own monastery of St Andrew’s in Rome at the Roman embassy in Constantinople. Despite spending seven years in the East, he refused to learn Greek, and firmly identified himself as Roman. It was the dramatic events of AD 589 that saw Gregory finally elevated to pope. The Tiber flooded, dragging infested water through the churches of Rome and destroying their winter supplies. Plague followed, and carried off Pope Pelagius, so Gregory was elected by the people to lead them through the most dismal of times. Far from the glorious, bejewelled, all-powerful figures that later generations of popes would cut, Gregory was head of a beleaguered, small church in a rotten and run-down city, with little in the way of wealth and power.

He needed an action plan, something that would set the Eternal City of Rome back on a firm footing and bring much-needed income and prestige back to the papacy. He was a pragmatist and a realist, and he relished order in the Roman manner. He was also hard-headed and brutal at times. A monk from his monastery confessed on his deathbed to stealing some coins, so Gregory ordered for him to die alone and then be thrown on the rubbish pile.7 It seems he did this to ensure that the monk’s ignominious death acted as penance for his sins, but it looks like a particularly harsh treatment of a fellow monk and brother.

Early on in his papacy he sought a solution to Rome’s current predicament – to return the city to the great heights of its imperial past. Against the ever-burgeoning power of the Eastern Church, he now wanted to recreate the Western Roman Empire, but instead it would be a Holy Roman Empire. All roads would once again lead to Rome, and this would be achieved not by a marching army of soldiers, but with a marching army of missionaries.8

Gregory and Augustine

When Gregory set his mind to the Anglo-Saxon mission, he had to find a willing and pliable individual to take the long, dangerous and arduous journey across Europe to the point where the known world ended. Within Rome, Tacitus’ accounts of Germanic warriors, their bodies painted black so they could stealthily destroy their enemies, would have filled any potential missionary with dread. Traversing Italy, the Alps, Gaul and then crossing the Channel towards the unknown threat of a pagan warrior king would have been an unpleasant prospect for many settled within the relative comfort of a Roman monastery. Add to that the promise of a northern climate, cold, dank and uninviting to a Mediterranean Christian, and the idea of Gregory’s mission must not have seemed attractive. The lucky man chosen to head this most unpleasant of missions was a Sicilian monk: Augustine.

He is celebrated across England in the dedications of churches, schools and parish halls. His is one of the names most closely associated with English Christianity, and if students learn any dates from the early medieval period, one of the first they encounter is AD 597 – the date Augustine arrived on the Isle of Thanet to bring Roman Christianity to the Anglo-Saxons. Fortunately, alongside many later hagiographical texts and fanciful legends that grew up around his name, there is also a good deal of primary evidence to reveal information about the man himself, and both the time and place in which he preached to the English. He was already a right-hand man to the Pope, as prior of the monastery of St Andrew on the Caelian Hill, where Gregory himself was abbot. With Augustine at the head of a band of monks, sent by their Pope and abbot, this was an evangelical mission with its heart rooted in monastic ideals.

Augustine seems to have dragged his heels from the off. But Gregory coordinated his highly disciplined Roman monks and they embarked, relatively unprepared, for England. It took two years for Augustine and his missionaries to finally reach Kent. This is an inexplicably long time to traverse from Rome to England, and from Bede’s records of the mission it is clear that Augustine turned back along the way. He states that they were:

on their journey, seized with a sudden fear, and began to think of returning home, rather than proceed to a barbarous, fierce, and unbelieving nation, to whose very language they were strangers; and this they unanimously agreed was the safest course. In short, they went back.9

Dogged in his determination to continue with the mission, Gregory made Augustine return to the monks, and exhorted them all to continue to England. The Pope sent letters with him addressed to bishops and the royal houses of Frankish Gaul, requesting support for the missionaries. The Franks finally seemed to answer the call, and provided safe haven and interpreters to see the missionaries on their way. Augustine was made abbot of the group, and had the promise of an archbishopric dangled before him, something many early churchmen would have embraced gratefully. But he was clearly worried by the work he was undertaking. The consolation Gregory provides has a distinctly condescending tone, as he encouraged the monks: ‘Inasmuch as, though I cannot labour with you, I shall partake in the joy of the reward, because I am willing to labour.’10

Augustine’s journey to England tells us much about the man. He was clearly inexperienced and anxious with regards to conducting papal business along the route through Frankish territories. So Gregory sent him equipped with documents that would assure those throughout Gaul that he was acting on behalf of the papacy. His correspondence with the Pope, fortunately preserved in the archives of early medieval Canterbury and, more fortunately still, consulted and documented by Bede, shows that he was also insecure in imparting the wisdom of the Church to those in need of papal guidance. He constantly deferred to the Pope, whose strong guiding hand is clear in the tone of his letters. This was Gregory’s mission, and Augustine was his mouthpiece.

Augustine landed with his missionaries on the Isle of Thanet, and then set about persuading the king to allow him to spread his Christian mission throughout the kingdom of Kent. The fact that he came with Frankish interpreters, and with the support of bishops and royalty from the queen’s family in Gaul, may have helped ease his passage into the Kentish kingdom.11 At first Aethelberht was suspicious of Augustine, instructing him to meet with his representatives in the open air so he could not perform any magic tricks. The Roman missionaries must have seemed distinctly exotic and unusual to the Anglo-Saxons, and the objects they brought with them were similarly strange. They brought the symbol of the cross, whose meaning was shrouded in mystery to the majority of pagan Anglo-Saxons. They brought relics, which were also bound up with ideas of magic and miracles, and they brought books – small, box-like objects, filled with indecipherable symbols, which promised eternal life. The idea that Augustine needed a stone church in which to perform his sacred rituals must also have been unusual to the Anglo-Saxons, whose dwellings, palaces and temples were constructed in wood.

Aethelberht gave them access to the ancient city of Canterbury. The name of the city comes from the Old English ‘Cantwareburh’, or ‘stronghold of the Kentish people’, but the Jutish timber buildings were established on the ruined remains of an older settlement, which the British called Durouernon and the Romans renamed Durovernum Cantiacorum. When settlers from the Danish region of Jutland came across the North Sea and arrived on the coast of Kent, at first they avoided moving within the walls of the older Roman town. It is an interesting phenomenon that the timber-dwelling Anglo-Saxons avoided the older stone buildings of the Romans. It would have been expedient to move inside the defensive areas designated by Roman walls, and the stones could have been used to provide decent protection from the elements. Yet across England, Anglo-Saxon villages grew up away from earlier Romano-British settlements.

An Old English poem, written down in the eleventh century but probably composed centuries earlier, hints at why the Anglo-Saxons may have avoided old Roman ruins:

Wondrous is this stone-wall, wrecked by fate
the city-buildings crumble; the works of the giants decay.
Roofs have caved in, towers collapsed,
barred gates are broken, hoar frost clings to mortar,
houses are gapping, tottering and fallen,
undermined by age. The earth’s embrace,
its fierce grip, holds the mighty craftsmen;
they are perished and gone. A hundred generations
have passed away since.

‘The Ruin’, from The Exeter Book, lines 1–10.12

This poem describes the Roman ruins as ‘the labour of giants’, and suggests that the Angles, Saxons and Jutes felt the stone structures they encountered in Romano-British cities were somehow supernatural. The settlers had come from Scandinavian and Germanic territories that the Romans had not conquered, and where traditional methods of building revolved around wood, not stone. But this poem, and the evidence from Canterbury, suggests that the memory of Rome was never fully erased. There was a presence of both the Roman Empire and the Christianity it had brought in its wake throughout the land. Augustine had this firmly in mind as he met with the native British Christians, and he expanded the Church of St Martin alongside the ancient Roman walls.

Anglo-Saxon England at the Time of Conversion

To understand what Augustine encountered when he began his missionary work with the Anglo-Saxons, it is essential to understand more about the unique situation England was in by the sixth century. No longer a story of the Romano-British or Celts, the Anglo-Saxons take centre stage, and theirs is a world at first entirely lacking in Christian saints. Yet, as the lives of Alban, Brigid, Patrick and David suggest, there was clearly a historical echo of Christianity throughout the British Isles that stretched back to the third century. After the Romans withdrew their armies from Britannia, their most northern frontier, to defend territories closer to the core of the Empire from barbarian attacks, the complexion of Britain changed permanently. The native British tribes, descended from Celtic settlers of the Iron Age, moved their strongholds to the western edges of the British Isles, while what we know as England today was populated by incoming Germanic tribes: the Angles, Saxons and Jutes.

England in the late sixth century, when Gregory sent over his mission, had undergone radical changes with the arrival of a new and influential ruling elite. As the conquest by the Normans brought with it the use of French by the upper classes, so the Adventus Saxonum ushered in the new language – Old English. This meant a dramatic change from the Celtic tongues that had previously been spoken in this area. The people in England literally began to speak a different language, and this was the one that would be preserved down the centuries, rather than the native mother tongue that had been established for over a thousand years. Not only were the Romano-British and Anglo-Saxons linguistically separate, they had different social structures, artistic tastes and religious beliefs too.

Their religion also revolved around a pantheon of gods and goddesses, and prized sacred sites on the landscape, like rivers, woods and hills. However, their culture was founded on heroic values, and their divinities often displayed military attributes. Indeed, the ultimate goal for a Germanic warrior was to be received into Valhalla after death, where he could feast and fight for eternity. The primary god of the pantheon was Odinn, known as Woden in England. There may have been substantial differences between Scandinavian and English interpretations of the god, but in the Old Norse myths he embodies a number of powerful characteristics, primarily associated with battle, poetry and wisdom. In England he is also cited as a founding father, or high king, by a number of the ruling dynasties.13 He is portrayed on the early seventh-century Finglesham buckle, found in Kent. The naked figure has been identified as Woden, due to the two spears he holds, and the hook-beaked birds on his head, which may be an abbreviated version of his two ravens, Huginn and Muninn. The figure’s head is teardrop shaped, to perhaps suggest Woden’s ability to metamorphose.

The pre-Christian Germanic religious belief system is hard to access, particularly since the spiritual beliefs were not committed to writing. Although they were proto-literate in relation to the Christian Roman-Britons, they did have a written script – runes – that was used from about the first century AD. The three main runic alphabets were the Elder Futhark (around AD 150–800), the Anglo-Saxon futhorc (AD 400–1100) and the Younger Futhark (AD 800–1100). The angular form of the symbols is due to the fact that they were designed to be carved into stone or wood. The name ‘rune’ comes from the Germanic word ‘rūn’, which means ‘secret/whisper’, and the symbols served a different function to the Latin alphabet.

The component letters in the Latin script have to be combined unit by unit to create words. So the letters ‘T’, ‘A’ and ‘R’ are composed in specific orders to give words with different meanings in each case: ‘A-R-T’, ‘T-A-R’, ‘R-A-T’. In the runic alphabet the specific units can be used in the same way, so certain symbols can be combined to spell out words. However, each symbol also has a word connected to it, and beneath this are further layers of meaning. So they can stand as letters, as words or as cyphers to another set of associated ideas. An Old English rune poem survives which gives the meaning of each letter and some of the sayings connected with them. For example, the rune [image: images] means Oak:

The oak fattens the flesh of pigs for the children of men.
Often it traverses the gannet’s bath,
and the ocean proves whether the oak keeps faith
in honourable fashion.14

This poem delves into the separate associations that the oak tree could carry: it provides nourishment; it is the main component for building ships, which in turn protects mankind against the hostile ocean. There is not a single set of associations, but a web of connected ideas. This propensity for riddling is something that seems to define the early medieval Germanic people, and visual riddles can be discerned in artefacts that survive from this time.15 One of the finest riddling pieces comes from a collection which dates to within a couple of decades of Gregory’s mission, and was discovered just a few hours’ sailing up the coast from the Isle of Thanet,16 in East Anglia: the great gold buckle from the Sutton Hoo ship burial.

[image: images]
The great gold buckle from Sutton Hoo is one of the finest finds from the burial. It is actually a hollow box, which opens on a hinge, and the mechanism is still in perfect condition despite being buried in the earth for around 1,400 years. It weighs 400 grams and the surface decoration is picked out with niello – a mixture of copper, silver and lead which allows the outline of the decoration to be picked out in black.


Writhing across the surface of this gold buckle are thirteen separate birds and beasts. There are serpents interlacing on the tongue, in the main boss and across the centre. Two hook-beaked birds sit on the shoulders of the buckle, while five quadrupeds circle around the sides. This object encapsulates many features of Anglo-Saxon art: it is not figurative, but zoomorphic, with animals forming the main component of the decoration. It plays on surface texture and chiaroscuro, the contrast between light and dark. It is symmetrical and centres on perfectly balanced, intricate interlacing patterns.

This is art that requires a keen eye and an understanding of visual play in order to unpick it. Furthermore, it is art that revels in the animal world, rather than the human, and senses order in chaos. This object and others like it reflect the tastes, interests and, possibly, personalities of those who commissioned and wore them. Gregory and his missionaries – Christians born and raised in bustling European cities, exposed to an entirely different aesthetic and world view – would have to adjust to the uniqueness of Anglo-Saxon society and culture.

The finds that continue to appear from this period rarely depart from the basic tastes outlined above. When the Staffordshire hoard was discovered in 2009 by detectorist Terry Herbert, some 3,500 separate pieces were found.17 They are all military in character, and while the weapons themselves (swords, shields, helmets, chain mail etc.) are not included, the personalised fittings have been hacked off and collected together, perhaps as a physical manifestation of a particularly successful war band’s victories. The discovery was heralded with trepidation by some scholars, in that it could have rewritten what was known about Anglo-Saxon artistic taste. However, the designs used across the many thousand pieces were remarkably conservative.

The artefacts feature zoomorphic interlace, and there is a predilection for gold and garnet cloisonné throughout. This discovery testifies to a shared aesthetic that stretched across centuries, and was bound up with the very identity of the Anglo-Saxons. Given that neither the gold nor garnet that Anglo-Saxons favoured were found in sufficient quantities in England, these materials must have been imported from as far afield as Sri Lanka.18 This suggests a symbolic connection perhaps with the style of objects that had evolved nearer the original homelands of the Germanic people many centuries earlier. By making and wearing this sort of jewellery, the Anglo-Saxons were harking back to a bygone age, in a way that Scottish kilts do today. These tastes continue throughout the finds from Sutton Hoo, and the fact that they were expressed with such exuberance in this East Anglian burial suggests that the mission of Gregory would make the pagan Anglo-Saxons of this region even more entrenched. It can be seen as a reaction against the alien, exotic and unsettling group of Romans that had worked their way into Kent.

The Sutton Hoo ship burial is one of the greatest single collections of treasure found in this country. It is like an English version of Tutankhamen’s Tomb, complete with all the items that one of the most high-status individuals in the country required for an active and real existence in the afterlife. The way in which the ship was found is almost as dramatic as the objects themselves. It was discovered among a set of burial mounds in East Anglia on the eve of the Second World War by the remarkably insightful local archaeologist Basil Brown, on the instructions of the prosaically named landowner Mrs Edith Pretty. Alluring tales of ghosts wandering into the mound and divination rods detecting activity at the exact location of the burial have surrounded the dig with further allure, but the hoard speaks for itself in terms of its beauty and significance.

The burial can be dated to between AD 610 and AD 635 due to the collection of gold Frankish coins placed together within a purse.19 This means that it was deposited shortly after Gregory the Great’s mission to Kent, along the opposite coast, near Woodbridge in East Anglia. The person memorialised in the burial would have lived through the arrival of the missionaries from Rome, and as a member of the Anglo-Saxon elite, would have had to respond to the changes this new relationship with the Christian Continent ushered in.

While the pouch containing the coins, which was presumably make from leather, has deteriorated, the lid with its complex patterns and images of conflict between humans, birds and beasts has survived. Although the coins from Sutton Hoo can’t be narrowed down to a specific year, they were minted within a relatively limited time period. The other fascinating thing about these coins is that they form a very clear collection. Each coin has been selected from a different mint across Frankish Gaul.

Even with the resources we have today, numismatists can find it difficult to track down a specific coin and complete a collection. But for such a definite selection process to have been introduced to this set of coins in the early seventh century indicates that this was not simply gold bullion, but rather a carefully contrived and symbolically loaded diplomatic gift.

Further still, the fact that the coins have been rounded up to the number 42 through the inclusion of three blanks and two ingots suggests that there may be an association here with the payment made for passage to the afterlife. The payment of Charon’s Obul, a coin placed within a burial to pay the ferryman to take the deceased across the river from the land of the living to the land of the dead, was a practice going back to ancient Rome and Greece.20 The Sutton Hoo purse could be a particularly elaborate form of Charon’s Obul, with forty coins to pay the ferrymen, and two ingots to pay the steersmen. So the collection has significance symbolically, but it also indicates that the individual interred in the ship burial had strong political links with Christian Frankish Gaul. The Anglo-Saxons were putting feelers out to the Continent, and Gregory the Great wanted to ensure that their exposure to Christian ideas and the hierarchical organisation of the Church was as orthodox as possible.

The argument over who is buried at Sutton Hoo will never fully abate, but scholars are being more assertive in the connections they draw between the ship burial and the King of East Anglia who died around AD 625, Raedwald. The argument that it’s Raedwald who is buried at Sutton Hoo is borne out by examining the wide range of objects interred, as well as the form of the burial itself. Ship burial is attested to among the royal burial grounds of the Scandinavian kings, for example at Vendel in Sweden. Connected to East Anglia across the sea, and possibly through ancestry, the Swedish links with Sutton Hoo are strong. The shield and helmet both seem to have been Swedish-made heirlooms that were like regalia in terms of their significance within the burial goods. In later genealogies, Raedwald’s dynasty links back to the Wuffingas of Sweden, so the presence of such items within the goods, as well as the form of burial inside a 27-metre long ship, suggests that the individual and his family were declaring affiliation with pagan royal families across the North Sea.

Other items buried with the deceased, however, indicate wide-reaching connections across Europe and with Christians. Three hanging bowls were placed within the central burial chamber. These elusive objects are often found in Anglo-Saxon graves, although their exact use remains difficult to discern. In terms of their decoration, they display features most commonly found in Irish metalwork. The largest example from Sutton Hoo has a small three-dimensional bronze fish that would have sat in the centre. The fish was on a loose socket and would move about if water were poured in. For it to be visible it is most likely that a clear fluid was held in the bowl. The most persuasive explanation is that sacred water, perhaps from a spiritual well or river, could be kept in these for ritual purposes. Their presence in the Sutton Hoo ship burial testifies to contacts between the pagan Germanic Anglo-Saxons and the Christian Irish.

Among the objects discovered at Sutton Hoo, a few in particular testify to the arrival of Gregory the Great and his mission from the Christian Continent. The burial contained a range of bowls, including a bronze Coptic bowl, the largest surviving silver Byzantine dish in the Western world and a stack of ten silver bowls.21 The style and decoration of all these items is very different to the rest of the objects in the ship burial. Bronze and silver rather than gold and garnet, they feature life-like animals such as hares and bears, floriated designs, a female bust and cross-shaped motifs.

Nestled beneath the stack of silver cruciform bowls, and placed one upon the other, are perhaps the most suggestive pieces in the burial – two silver spoons. Their arms are inscribed in Greek with the words ‘Saulos’ and ‘Paulos’. These names connect the spoons with the accounts from Acts of the Apostles of St Paul’s conversion on the road to Damascus [Acts 9:1–19]. After the Roman soldier Saul saw a divine revelation and chose to embrace Christianity, he changed his name to Paul. This suggests that the spoons may have been baptismal gifts, for a convert who has accepted Christianity.

This implies a further connection between the individual commemorated at Sutton Hoo and the East Anglian king, Raedwald. Bede records the importance of this ruler within the national politics of Anglo-Saxon England in the sixth and early seventh centuries. He was bound to the King of Kent, Aethelberht (husband of Bertha and recipient of the Gregorian mission), through a complicated system of overlordship. The term ‘bretwalda’ was employed to refer to one king of the Anglo-Saxon kingdoms who possessed greater power and influence than the others. This is a slippery term, but the bretwaldship could shift from one kingdom and ruler to another. Great things were at stake for the pagan king of East Anglia, and during his life he found himself abutted by the Kentish kingdom, complete with its Christian princess, Frankish bishop and Continental affiliations. At one point, it seems, Raedwald had to appeal for protection to Kent, and the condition by which he secured support was his acceptance of Christianity, with Aethelberht most probably his baptismal sponsor:22

Raedwald had long before been admitted to the sacrament of the Christian faith in Kent, but in vain; for on his return home, he was seduced by his wife and certain perverse teachers, and turned back from the sincerity of the faith; and thus his latter state was worse than the former; so that, like the ancient Samaritans, he seemed at the same time to serve Christ and the gods whom he had served before; and in the same temple he had an altar to sacrifice to Christ, and another small one to offer victims to devils.

Bede, Ecclesiastical History of the English People.23

This description fits almost too comfortably with the finds from Sutton Hoo. Here was deposited all a pagan warrior king would need for his journey to Valhalla, including food, clothing, weapons and his regalia, complete with gold and garnet fittings. His Swedish helm and shield, along with enigmatic items such as fittings for a possible wand, a ceremonial whetstone and a standard, chime with an impression of the deceased as the most influential of Anglo-Saxon pagan rulers. His interment in a massive ship beneath a burial mound that would rise up against the East Anglian coast was a permanent reminder to all who sailed into the kingdom of its powerful heirs – an extreme expression of a pagan ruler’s potency at a moment when their world was potentially poised on the brink of collapse.

What Bede’s quote and the other finds from the burial emphasise is that the Christian world – its power and its politics – was at the door of this Anglo-Saxon pagan overlord. The hanging bowls indicate that the British-Christian world was never fully redundant within Anglo-Saxon England and should not be underestimated, while the baptismal spoons, silver bowls and Frankish coins suggest that the deceased was connected economically, politically and possibly (in a nominal way) religiously with the Christian Continent. The Sutton Hoo ship burial presents a view of the Anglo-Saxon world at a moment of great change. This change would be accelerated through the powerful personality of Pope Gregory and his charge, St Augustine, who decided in 597 that it was time to convert the pagans on the edge of the known world.

Consolodating the Mission

Augustine and his missionaries faced a tough job in converting the pagan Anglo-Saxons. The exuberant expression of individuality, power and tribal pride expressed in the Sutton Hoo ship burial was just one response to the threat of change posed by these unusual men dressed in monastic habits, wielding books and crosses. Once Augustine had secured the support of King Aethelberht, and was given safe haven in Canterbury, he then had another challenge to deal with: the native British Christians. Suppressed, but not eradicated, there were still practising Christians throughout England, and they sought the guidance of this most remarkable of visitors: a papal legate.

Augustine’s tense relationship with the native British Christians is clear from the tantalising example Bede cites, in which he sought advice on how to deal with the little-known cult of a native saint: Sixtus. Almost nothing survives about this saint apart from a reference to him in a letter from Augustine to Gregory. This reference occurs as one in a long line of questions the nervous missionary has for the Pope. In this case, Augustine wants to know if he should allow the continuation of practice at the site of St Sixtus’s cult. Gregory rather condescendingly writes that:

Things are not to be loved for the sake of places, but places for the sake of good things. Choose, therefore, from every church those things that are pious, religious, and upright, and when you have, as it were, made them up into one body, let the minds of the English be accustomed thereto.

Gregory the Great’s letter to St Augustine, from Bede’s
Ecclesiastical History of the English People.24

The Pope’s next act is more derogatory, for rather than seek to understand the origins of the British saint’s cult, or the foundations for his veneration, he instead sends over relics of a similarly named saint, Pope Sixtus II, from the catacombs in Rome, to replace the native relics. This should speak volumes about how sanctity was seen as less concerned with a specific individual than with the spiritual potency of a particular place, relic or memory. Sixtus may have existed in Britain, and he may have been significant to those Christians that had preserved stories of his life and death. But to the papacy he was another local saint who could be superseded by a papally sanctioned alternative. The Pope and his missionary treated the resident Romano-British Christians with a disdain that stemmed from a distrust of their potentially outdated and disconnected understanding of orthodox Christian belief. This was to be their modus operandi throughout the conversion period.

Augustine and his missionaries did meet with representatives from the British Church at a place known from then on as Augustine’s Oak, on the borders of the Wiccii and West Saxons. Although the exact location has been lost, it was probably between Gloucestershire and Somerset.25 According to Bede, Augustine rebuked the British Christians for not seeking to convert the pagan Anglo-Saxons themselves, and for the fact that they kept Easter at the wrong time. The question of dating Easter obsessed later Anglo-Saxon Christians like Bede to the point where he wrote a definitive work on how it should be properly calculated. True, the British Church did use a different dating system to establish the movable feast of Easter, but there was more at play in this meeting between British and Roman Christians. It was about establishing orthodoxy and stamping out possible heretical practices.

In a fascinating episode that reveals a good deal about British Christian practices and the personality of Augustine, the decision of the British bishops rested on their consultation with a local wise man or hermit. They had sought his advice on whether to bend their views to the Roman missionaries, and were told that, if Augustine rose to meet them when they reconvened their meeting, then he was honouring them and they should follow his guidance. However, Augustine did not get up, preferring to stay seated in the presence of bishops. This single act of apparent arrogance set the Christian mission back by many decades, and may have coloured relations between native and Continental Christians long-term. This says much about both Augustine and the Gregorian mission. In their interaction with the British Christians they acted like the Roman invaders of centuries before, entering what they saw as a barbarian nation and imposing their more civilised and correct ideas upon the natives.

The rather anxious and lengthy letter Augustine wrote to Gregory, seeking guidance, also highlights the complex situation the missionary found himself in with regards to both the tribal rulers and Romano-British Christians.26 He directs a number of pertinent questions to the Pope that had arisen as part of his attempts to persuade the Anglo-Saxon rulers away from their pagan beliefs and towards Christian ones. They include asking whether two brothers can marry two sisters they are not related to, and how long after birth a woman must wait before her husband can have carnal knowledge of her again. These questions give a tangible link with the concerns of the Anglo-Saxon ruling class, whom Augustine was seeking to convert.27 It is possible to imagine the men of the court asking such questions about marrying sisters, and Augustine promising to write to Rome to ensure he gets an entirely correct response.

However, these statements also hint at the continued Christian presence and a set of British priests and bishops clinging to Old Testament guidance on such matters. They may have sought the support of a papal legate to endorse their established (by this point, outmoded) approach. At times in his letters Gregory has to admonish the missionary and tell him to use his own judgement. Augustine was determined to run all parts of his programme past his superior, and in these letters the Pope is firmly in control, while the English saint is his puppet.

Gregory continues to support Augustine in the first years of his mission, instructing the Bishop of Arles to help the new Archbishop of the English keep a stern approach and a strong hand in his conversion. In AD 601 he sends more men and resources to Canterbury, including the missionaries Mellitus, Justus, Paulinus and Rufinianus:

and by them all things in general that were necessary for the worship and service of the church, viz., sacred vessels and vestments for the altars, also ornaments for the churches, and vestments for the priests and clerks, as likewise relics of the holy apostles and martyrs; besides many books.28

There may be a rare survival of one of these books, sent by Pope Gregory to Augustine. Now known as the St Augustine Gospels it is still used to swear in new Archbishops, and has even been venerated by the present pope, Pope Francis. It is a small and unassuming volume, a sixth-century manuscript, made around Naples, perhaps specifically for the purposes of the Gregorian mission. It contains just the Gospels, and its decoration, content and visual material all provide a fortunate link with Gregory the Great himself.

It is Italianate in style, as is clear from the arrangement of the Evangelist and his setting within an architectural structure, complete with marbled columns and Corinthian capitals. The Evangelist Luke has been treated with a degree of naturalism, with shading used to give his skin a lifelike hue, and gradations in colour indicating the folds in his robes. All around him, in both the space between the columns and on the facing page, are small images presenting episodes from the Gospels, including the Last Supper, where the Apostles and Christ are shown around a semi-circular table in the manner of late-antique portraits of philosophers feasting. The way in which the scenes have been broken up and set sequentially to unfold a narrative is similar to how biblical stories were treated on late-antique sarcophagi. The mid-fourth-century sarcophagus of Junius Bassus, for example, has precisely this ‘comic-book’ treatment of events, from Adam and Eve to Daniel in the lions’ den. The St Augustine Gospels, however, includes only stories relating to the life of Christ, and in this respect it presents the basic narratives at the heart of Christianity.

It is very possible that this manuscript was designed as a teaching aid for converting the Anglo-Saxon pagans. Gregory the Great was a firm believer in the power of images at a time when iconoclasm was sweeping away depictions of God, Christ, Mary and the saints in the Eastern Church. He was of the opinion that non-literate people needed educating in the stories underlying Christianity, and images could be the means of teaching those who could not read for themselves. In this respect, it is partly down to Gregory that Christianity remains a religion with a lasting commitment to representing the divine in art. This stands in opposition to Islam and Judaism, which took the message at the heart of iconoclasm – ‘thou shalt set up no false idols’ – as a premise for excising depictions of holy people from their art.
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The St Augustine Gospels, Cambridge, Corpus Christi College, Lib. MS. 286, was made in the sixth century around Naples. This is the oldest surviving Latin illustrated gospel book and is still used to swear in new Archbishops of Canterbury.



Tyranical or Tolerant?

As far as converting the pagans of Britain was concerned, Gregory appears in equal measure as the suppressive tyrant and the conciliatory convertor. As with the other saints covered by the book, Gregory is not clear-cut, but displays a complex mix of characteristics. A famous passage from Bede records a letter Gregory wrote to Bishop Mellitus, one of the missionaries that followed Augustine in AD 601, encouraging him to take a moderate approach to conversion:

The temples of the idols in that nation ought not to be destroyed; but let the idols that are in them be destroyed; let holy water be made and sprinkled in the said temples, let altars be erected, and relics placed. For if those temples are well built, it is requisite that they be converted from the worship of devils to the service of the true God; that the nation, seeing that their temples are not destroyed, may remove error from their hearts, and knowing and adoring the true God, may the more familiarly resort to the places to which they have been accustomed.

Bede, Ecclesiastical History of the English People.29

This seems remarkably tolerant in terms of gradually bringing the native population round to an understanding and appreciation of Christianity. Indeed, it is incongruous when considered against the backdrop of forced conversion that was used by later Western Christian rulers like Charlemagne, who slaughtered many thousands of pagan Saxons to bring them round to his religious and political views.

Gregory appreciated the difference between giving advice on the most expedient way to win over converts to his representatives on the ground versus firing up the fervour of secular rulers. In a letter to King Aethelberht, the pope contradicts explicitly his seemingly tolerant advice to Mellitus, encouraging the king to be forceful in the conversion of his people, and win fame and reputation through his suppression of the pagan religion. He states that Aethelberht should ‘suppress the worship of idols; overthrow the structures of the temples; edify the manners of your subjects by much cleanness of life, exhorting, terrifying, soothing, correcting, and giving examples of good works.’ Gregory utilised all these efforts in his missionary work – terrifying and soothing in equal measures.30

Both Gregory and Augustine drove a form of Christianity into the pagan kingdoms of Anglo-Saxon England that was founded on Benedictine monasticism, Roman administrative structures and papal dogma. This was in sharp contrast to the Christianity that had been established for many centuries throughout Britain, and the efforts of the Roman missionaries would have a lasting effect on the next wave of saintly activity that emerged within Anglo-Saxon England. However, the British Church was not going to silently submit to the changes wrought by the papal mission without fighting for what made their form of Christianity unique and enduring. Entering the ring to challenge Gregory for the salvation of pagan Anglo-Saxon souls was a formidable opponent: Saint Columba of Iona.


Chapter Five

Columba: Sanctity Across the Sea

‘On a certain day in that same summer in which he passed to the Lord, the saint (Columba) went in a chariot to visit some of the brethren, who were engaged in some heavy work in the western part of the Iouan island (Hy, now Iona). After speaking to them some words of comfort and encouragement, the saint stood upon the higher ground, and uttered the following prophecy: “My dear children, I know that from this day you shall never see my face again anywhere in this field.” Seeing the brethren filled with sorrow upon hearing these words, the saint tried to comfort them as best he could; and, raising both his holy hands, he blessed the whole of this our island, saying: “From this very moment poisonous reptiles shall in no way be able to hurt men or cattle in this island, so long as the inhabitants shall continue to observe the commandments of Christ.”’

Adomnán’s Life of St Columba.1






Columba is the first Celtic saint whose life was well recorded, and of whom we can develop a rounded picture. He was a man with one foot in the unpredictable world of Irish tribal politics, and another in the harsh ascetic existence of Celtic monastic life. While many early evangelists set up Celtic monasteries on the edges of the Anglo-Saxon world, his organisation on the Isle of Iona was to exert more influence than almost any other. A sinner and a saint, Columba had blood on his hands and a passion for missionary work in his heart. An active man in a changing world, his impact on Anglo-Saxon Christianity has long been remembered, and nowhere more so than on the island where he lived and died.

Columba’s rather esoteric blessing for the island of Iona at the top of this chapter may explain, firstly, why this tiny site on the edge of the Inner Hebrides has no poisonous reptiles and, secondly, why it has remained ‘blessed’ for centuries. The Isle of Iona has recently celebrated an important milestone – in May 2013 it was the 1,450th anniversary of Columba’s arrival.2 Still known today as the ‘Holy Isle of Iona’, it remains hard to access, and the journey ever-westward across Scotland can feel like a form of modern-day pilgrimage. Leaving behind the urban noise of Glasgow, the trip towards the Inner Hebrides winds past mountains sprinkled with ice, lochs embraced by the vales surrounding them and harsh ravines alternating with rolling hillsides. It is inexpressibly dramatic, and Iona is tantalisingly out of reach, with all manner of single-track roads, highland cattle and ferry timetables to navigate before you set foot on the tiny island itself. If travelling in winter, the journey becomes even more stunning and treacherous, and once you begin the ferry ride towards the neighbouring Isle of Mull you are at the mercy of the elements.

This part of the British Isles is unique – almost Scandinavian in appearance, especially in the winter months. The distances between villages are lengthy, with the landscape in between a combination of large stretches of water, soaring mountains and dense forests. It is such a sharp contrast with the motorways, sprawling cities and bustling commuters further south that Iona itself feels eternal, as if it exists outside of the modern world. Here, life continues as it always has, with a profound link between the natural world and the stoic people who exist alongside it. The shift from day to night brings with it complete darkness, and the sound of sea birds stills as nature sleeps. The modern-day monastery stands as testament to the lasting spiritual potency this location has encapsulated.

Iona has been described as a place where mankind can get a glimpse of the divine. It is one of Scotland’s smallest inhabited islands, at just 1 mile wide by 3.5 miles long, and is home to a population of around 170 people. However, it regularly welcomes pilgrims keen to travel to this tiny yet significant place. The people come to follow in the footsteps of a much earlier traveller to the site: St Columba. A hugely powerful and influential individual both in Ireland and Scotland, Columba is one of the most complex and ambiguous saints covered in this book. Described as tall and powerfully built, he delivered many prophetic predictions and performed many miracles. His greatest legacy was to found a monastery on Iona, which became a powerhouse of Celtic Christianity and exerted a strong influence on the northern Anglo-Saxon kingdoms at the same time as Roman Christianity was making inroads to the south.

As a place, Iona seems to capture the essence of Celtic Christianity. Remote and removed from the world, the island served as the Irish monks’ version of the African deserts, and here they could shut themselves off from temptations to undertake spiritual battle. The suggestion of remoteness, however, belies the fact that Iona, Columba and his monastery remained firmly linked with the ruling dynasty of the Dál Riata kingdom. This small island became a burial place of kings, and its apparent isolation today is not a true reflection of the influential and vibrant place it was during Columba’s lifetime. An alternative to the apparent affluence, bureaucracy and immorality that has over time become associated with the papacy, Celtic spirituality has been viewed as a simple, pious, nature-loving version of Christianity. But this is to misrepresent both the Roman and the Irish Churches in the early medieval period. As a saint, too, Columba has been perceived as the epitome of Celtic sanctity. Yet Columba was no less motivated by power, politics and prosperity than his papal counterparts, and the divide between the two worlds was perhaps less clear than first impressions suggest.

Dove or Fox?

There is a political dimension to many of Columba’s acts, and while numerous tales of his modesty and meekness counterpoint them, the saint who emerges from the pages of hagiography is a major player on a turbulent stage. In order to secure land to build a monastery on Iona, Columba could not simply pull his curach up the pebbled beach and lay claim to the island. It is highly probable that he visited his relative, King Conall, at his hill-fort Dunadd, to appeal for land to build a monastery on.3 Dunadd is about seventy miles from Iona, and was a stronghold (possibly the capital) of the Dál Riata kingdom. Formerly an island surrounded by boggy marsh, at the top of its craggy rocks sat an Iron Age fort. It was later used as the base for the kings of Dál Riata. A symbolically potent footprint was carved into the rock overlooking the kingdom, which was used in inauguration ceremonies for the new kings, who would place their foot here to be wed to the land.4

While the dates and origins of the other early saints covered in this volume have been frustratingly hard to pin down, the character of Columba comes into relatively sharp relief by comparison. His ancestry is recorded, and even the names of his parents have been preserved down the centuries. Saint Columba was born on 7 December AD 521 to Fedhlimidh and Eithne of the Uí Néill clan in Gartan (Donegal). His father was of royal descent, great grandson of the fifth-century high king of Ireland – a semi-legendary character called Niall of the Nine Hostages. This meant that Columba was directly linked to the throne, and could even have been king of the powerful Uí Néills had he not chosen to join the fledgling Christian Church.

Columba was probably born a pagan, although the hagiographical texts written about him skirt over this fact, recounting instead a miraculous dream his mother had while pregnant that she was carrying ‘a prophet of God’, who will be the ‘leader of innumerable souls to the heavenly country’. Before taking the name of Columba, the saint had a different and rather unexpected name – Crimthann. This meant ‘fox’ in Gaelic, and provides a sharp contrast with the divinely symbolic ‘Columba’, which means ‘dove’ in Latin. The choice of name was probably not due to the young child being associated with foxy cunning or deceit, but rather because it was popular among the ruling families of Ireland. Nevertheless, that this individual was both ‘fox’ and ‘dove’ in his lifetime seems apt, given his complex mix of characteristics.

The reasons for choosing the name Columba after his entry into the Church was significant too. The word carries layers of Christian symbolism, connected with the Holy Spirit and the Gospels:

There was a man … who received the same name as the prophet Jonah. For although sounding differently in the three different languages, yet what is pronounced iona in Hebrew, and what Greek calls peristera, and what in the Latin language is named columba, means one and the same thing. So good and great a name is believed not to have been put upon the man of God without divine dispensation.5

The symbolism of names in early medieval societies should not be underestimated. In a world without comprehensive maps or defined geographical boundaries, and with minimal literacy, an individual’s identity was structured around family and ancestral ties. The memorising of genealogies was important in terms of securing rights to land and marital links, particularly to ensure close relatives didn’t marry. Reciting family names and ties is a practice that continues in Iceland and also in some parts of Scotland, where there are still some people who can recite their ancestry back many generations through a practice known in Gaelic as sloinneadh.6

When he decided to tie himself to the Celtic Church, Columba selected a new name carefully. The name ‘Columba’ was chosen deliberately at a time when the Irish knew they were standing in opposition to the Roman Church on matters like the dating of Easter.7 By taking such a symbolic name and associating himself with the dove of the Holy Spirit, Columba was emphasising the purity of his form of Christianity, and the symbol of a white dove became indelibly linked to the Irish Church. In this respect, it acted like a logo of sorts, reclaimed from Roman usages where it was commonly part of a baptismal or Trinitarian scene. Columba and his followers connected the symbol of the dove instead with the ‘Dove of the Church’ Columba, who spread the Gospels and Holy Spirit through missionary work. This was clever and deliberate propaganda.

Much of what we know about Columba survives in one text: a seventh-century Life written by a later abbot of Iona, Adomnán. He was elevated to the sainthood himself, which presents a predicament to those seeking to use his text on Columba as a source of factual information. Adomnán was a man who understood how to write hagiography and how to craft an individual, both on the page and in life, into the perfect saint. He was one of the finest writers of his time, and would today be a bestselling author. Adomnán was directly related to Columba, both through blood and the abbacy of Iona, and he wrote his Life about a hundred years after the earlier saint’s death. We should treat Adomnán’s account with caution. Not only does it seek to glorify a long-dead relative, it has an agenda connected with his own abbacy of Columba’s foundation at Iona.

As was the case with many hagiographers, the work Adomnán wrote tells us as much about the author as it does about the subject. He collected information from the brothers of the monastery at Iona and crafted this data into a text that met his own ends. His primary motive in writing Columba’s Life was to present the founding father of the monastery as a paragon of sanctity, and his site at Iona as the rightful motherhouse of all the satellite foundations around it. As abbot of Iona, glorifying Columba served both Adomnán and his community, so the text is steeped in his own interests and concerns.

The Life of St Columba is a dense text that is concerned with affirming the reputation of early Irish saints and the Celtic Christianity they promulgated. There are certainly interesting facts and details recorded in Adomnán’s work, but his treatment of Columba is selective and edifying. The very structure of the Life, arranged in three parts to reflect the trinity, is copied over from the example of Gregory the Great’s account of the Life of St Benedict. There are also similarities in style, subject matter and structure with other well-known hagiographical texts, including those of the lives of St Martin, St Anthony and St Germanus. It is an interesting aspect of medieval texts that, while this sort of plagiarism would be criticised by modern readers, to the monks who read and copied Adomnán’s work, the verbal echoes with other texts was commendable.8 Copying meant something very different in the early medieval period, where originality for the sake of it was not prized, and tradition was of greater importance. As an accomplished writer of hagiography, however, Adomnán crafted a text that, while traditional and derivative in parts, still holds readers today with it wealth of incidental drama and personal touches.

Scotland and the Picts

In one famous story Adomnán records how Columba met with the Loch Ness Monster.9 This has proved to be an enduring legend, with many today still searching the depths of the lake to find Nessie. But the Irish saint didn’t need to search, as the monster appeared before him. It seems the saint may have lured the beast to him using human bait. Columba discovered a community of Picts on the banks of Loch Ness burying the body of a man who had been mauled to death by the monster. While the people present may well have been terrified at the thought of entering the water after such an event, Columba instructed one of them to take the plunge and swim over to him.

On doing so, the man is indeed attacked again by the monster, but the saint manages to save him at the last moment: ‘Then the blessed man … commanded the ferocious monster, saying, “Thou shalt go no further, nor touch the man; go back with all speed.” Then at the voice of the saint, the monster was terrified.’10 The conclusion of this encounter is that, firstly, the cult of Nessie was born, and secondly, ‘even the barbarous heathens [the Picts], who were present, were forced by the greatness of this miracle, which they themselves had seen, to magnify the God of the Christians.’ It is also possible to conclude that Columba could be ruthless when necessary, and that in the eyes of his followers he had the power to control nature itself.

This story illustrates an important point, however – that Columba was instrumental in encouraging Christianity amongst the Picts. The Picts themselves are a seemingly lost people, attested to in early records like Bede’s, but by the turn of the first millennium absorbed into Alba, a nation composed of Irish Gaels or Scotti (settled on the west coast), and Picts. Despite Henry of Huntingdon stating in 1140 that the Picts ‘seem to be a fable we find mentioned in old writings’, there is evidence that they were a separate nation, with strongholds to the east of Scotland.11

The Picts (named ‘the painted people’, because of their tattoos, by the Romans they harangued along their borders) are now largely lost to the sands of time. Their land and identities have been subsumed beneath the waves of Scotti who originally settled the west of Scotland, having travelled over from Ireland. The Scotti descended from a petty kingdom in Country Antrim, Northern Ireland – Dál Riata. It overlooked the many isles along the coast of western Scotland, and from AD 400 they began to set up Irish outposts in County Argyll. The Irish had reputedly joined forces with the Picts as early as AD 297 to attack the Romans at Hadrian’s Wall, and they would continue to fight with, and against, one another until the two tribes were united into a single kingdom, perhaps under Cináed mac Ailp’n in AD 844. The Scotti would eventually give their Gaelic language and name to the whole of the nation now known as Scotland.12

The Picts do, however, survive in the archaeological records due to their magnificent ‘brochs’. Mousa Broch, on a now uninhabited island off the Shetlands, is thought to be as much as 2,000 years old. This and the other hundreds of brochs across Scotland, the Orkneys and Shetlands feature some of the most sophisticated dry-stoned architecture anywhere in the world. Evidence for the Picts has been unearthed at the recently excavated Christian settlement at Portmahomack,13 and they also left behind them an array of enigmatic stone carvings.
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A Pictish carved stone known as the Hilton of Cadboll Stone, now in the National Museum of Scotland, Edinburgh. It was carved around AD 800, and originally stood near the village of Hilton of Cadboll, in Ross and Cromarty, northern Scotland.



Pictish symbol stones tantalise early medieval scholars in the same way that Egyptian hieroglyphs frustrated Egyptologists before the Rosetta Stone allowed them to be deciphered. While many studies have been done to suggest possible ways of interpreting them, their full meaning remains out of reach. What they do reveal, however, is a society with a sophisticated artistic culture, capable of carving intricate designs in stone and coordinating an artistic medium across hundreds of miles and some three centuries. The majority can be dated to between the sixth and ninth centuries. The earliest display a collection of indecipherable Pictish symbols, while later ones resemble standing cross stele found throughout Britain and the Continent, where they act as gravestones or markers.

With the earliest stones, however, the land of the Picts at the time of Columba comes into greater focus. They could be memorials to individuals, or land markers, designating the edge of territories. The symbols that recur most often have been connected with defining a person or tribe. In this respect they could also be imagined to have adorned timber housing, personal objects (small bone domestic items, and two pieces of jewellery display similar carvings) or clothing. The legacy of tartan defining Scottish clans may be a residual element of this tribal differentiation.

The symbols could also have been used as tattoos. They appear across the length and breadth of Pictish Scotland, which suggests that they must have been widely understood. The fact that many symbols appear in pairs has been interpreted as a means of recording personal names in a society that otherwise didn’t write down its history and genealogies.

From the thirty or so symbols that have been isolated, three main categories appear regularly. There are geometric ideograms, which have been given names like the Z-rod or double-disc; everyday objects, like tongs or mirrors; and animals, including salmon, eagles and wolves, which are native to Scotland.14 There is also a specific, indefinable creature, with a long snout and strange curling limbs, which resembles a dolphin and has become known as the ‘Pictish beast’. Suggestions that it is a sea monster have added fuel to the myth of Nessie and other beasts believed to inhabit the many lochs of Scotland.

Certain symbols, like the comb and mirror, may be signifiers of high status and femininity, while examples like the bull symbol, which appears on six separate stones from Burghead fort, may indicate that it was connected directly with a specific place. Scientific studies have been undertaken to determine whether the stones act as a form of written language, but the results have been inconclusive.15 Nevertheless, the combination of recognisable objects and animals with abstract symbols suggests that the Picts employed a sophisticated artistic language across different mediums. With so little left from which to reconstruct them, the hundreds of carved stones peppering the Scottish landscape frustrate those in search of long-dead ancestors, and remind us that Columba encountered a formidable, ancient society when he came to preach Christianity in the sixth century.

Columba is one of the three main saints credited with bringing Christianity to the Picts, the others being St Ninian and St Kentigern (also known as Mungo). Ninian’s contribution and influence with regards to Whithorn has been discussed. Kentigern is bound up with the area around Glasgow, and only established in a twelfth-century Life, which includes such strange details as the rape of his mother and the resuscitation of a robin killed by his classmates at school. Columba’s life is perhaps better documented, but it is still full of some inexplicable details. His training before establishing the monastery at Iona seems to have taken place first at Finnian’s monastery at Movilla. This is the Finnian who had travelled to Whithorn and studied there, returning to Ireland with a Vulgate copy of the psalter. From Movilla, Columba then went on to study at the influential monastic school at Clonard.

This was an exceptional place of learning, supposedly established by a different Finnian, to make matters confusing, where many of the evangelical Irish missionaries who would go on to spread Celtic Christianity across Europe were trained. The school encouraged a strict and austere approach to monasticism, perhaps influenced by its founder’s recorded visits abroad to St Martin’s monastery in Tours, and to sites in Ireland like Skellig Michael and Brigid’s monastery at Kildare. Clonard was clearly an influential and vibrant monastery, with suggestions that as many as 3,000 students trained there. Columba was one of these students. After leaving Clonard, Columba set up a number of important monasteries, including Derry, Durrow and Kells. However, in AD 563 he was exiled from Donegall after a dispute over a manuscript.16 The manuscript in question was a Vulgate psalter belonging to the first Finnian, of Moville and Whithorn fame, which Columba copied. The copy may have survived to be known today as the Cathach of St Columba, and its origins are bound up in the earliest recorded instance of copyright infringement.

Columba and Manuscript Art

Columba had apparently been given permission to consult the precious manuscript, copied from Jerome’s Vulgate version of the Psalms, but Finnian protested when he then took a copy of the borrowed manuscript for use in his own monasteries in order to reproduce it further. The seeds of hostility lay in Columba’s breach of copyright – this was an ancient version of a modern problem. Saint Columba was involved in litigation because he made an illegal copy of the borrowed psalter. This act enraged Finnian and those loyal to him, and bubbled up into full-scale hostilities between clans.

The Battle of Cúl Dreimhne, also known as the Battle of the Book, took place in the small kingdom of Cairbre Drom Cliabh in north-west Ireland between AD 555 and AD 561. King Diarmait mac Cerbaill, High King of Tara and the Uí Néill, was forced to pass judgement on the issue of whether Columba had illegally copied Finnian’s psalter, and concluded: ‘to every cow its calf, and to every book its copy’. This enraged Columba, who called upon his relatives, also of the Uí Néill clan, and war ensued, which resulted in many thousands of deaths. In this instance Columba was not the monastic scholar, tirelessly studying at Clonard and setting up new monasteries. Instead he was wrapped up with an Irish war band, a violent army, engaged in battle with a rival clan. His illegal copy of the manuscript meant that many Irish men died in battle. He had blood on his hands.

The issue of the Cathach of St Columba may, however, be a later excuse for the battle. Its roots may, in fact, lie in more deep-rooted hostilities between the clans and their attitudes to Christianity. Diarmait ruled as a pagan king and rallied against the Church and saints like Columba. He was also accused of being responsible for the death of Prince Curnan of Connacht. Columba is again drawn into this controversy, since he was giving sanctuary to the prince when Diarmait’s men came and slaughtered him. It was the saint’s close involvement with these big political events that led to his exile in AD 563. He was too inflammatory, too political and too provocative to remain a part of the religious and political sphere of mainland Ireland. Along with twelve companions, he was sent out into a wicker curach covered with hides to his fellow kinsmen across the water in western Scotland.

It has long been thought that the manuscript enshrined in bejewelled reliquary casing known as the Cathach of Columba is the manuscript at the heart of the dispute between Columba and Finnian. The surviving Cathach is a Vulgate copy. A version of the Psalms according to Jerome’s Vulgate version would have been extremely valuable and novel in Ireland at the time, and this was no doubt why Columba created his illegal copy. The controversy surrounding the Cathach of Columba certainly emphasises the significance of manuscripts to early Christians, and the value that could be attached to them.

The words ‘book’ and ‘manuscript’ are often used interchangeably. However, there are very important distinctions between the two, which can be lost in translation. Our modern notions of a book centre on a printed volume, on paper, which is an accessible and affordable way of digesting and disseminating knowledge. A manuscript is different in almost every respect. Manuscripts were made by hand (the Latin ‘manus’), and were written onto the skins of animals: calf for vellum, sheep or goat for parchment. Each part of the process of creating a manuscript was complex and labour-intensive. The vellum had to be prepared, scraped and stretched for months, and the inks would require different techniques to prepare, with some, like orpiment, potentially deadly if handled incorrectly.17

The act of writing was uncomfortable, with the elements playing an important role in terms of suitable lighting, moisture and warmth for the scribe, who would be bent over their writing desk and seeking comfort wherever possible. Unlike a cheap paperback on the shelf, which we often take for granted, the people involved in manuscript production were aware of the value of their materials. In an Old English riddle from the Exeter Book a fascinating account of the creation of a manuscript survives, which draws attention to the many living elements that went into making a work that could provide ‘salvation’:

An enemy ended my life, deprived me
Of my physical strength; then he dipped me
In water and drew me out again,
And put me in the sun where I soon shed
All my hair. After that, the knife’s sharp edge
Bit into me and all my blemishes were scraped away;
Fingers folded me and the bird’s feather
Often moved over my brown surface,
Sprinkling meaningful marks; it swallowed more wood-dye
[part of the stream] and again travelled over me
leaving black tracks. Then a man bound me,
he stretched skin over me and adorned me
with gold; thus I am enriched by the wondrous work
of smiths, wound about with shining metal.
Now my clasp and my red dye
And these glorious adornments bring fame far and wide
To the Protector of Men.18

Far from being an object intended for wide distribution and the sharing of information with many, manuscripts were expensive high-status symbols. Some of the finest illustrated manuscripts of the medieval period were the equivalent of a Rolls-Royce car by modern standards, and they reflected the tastes and interests of their patrons. Access to manuscripts was restricted to those who were literate (which was predominantly members of the Church and some prominent secular individuals) and could physically get to the manuscript, or get the manuscript to them. Information did not move instantaneously, like it does now, and the writers of the early medieval period often had to travel long distances to purchase or access manuscripts.

Columba’s copy of the Psalter would have been invaluable to scribes in his monasteries, and would have been used as an exemplar for many further texts. It is testament to how sacred the manuscripts associated with saints became that the Cathach has been enshrined like a relic. More focused on contact than corporal relics, the Irish Church encased the bells, staffs and books used by their early saints in the same way that bodily parts would be adorned and preserved elsewhere in the Church. Columba’s connection with manuscripts, however, extends beyond the Cathach. The scribal output of the monasteries he founded should also be considered, for some of the most famous objects produced during the so-called Dark Ages originated at them.

The Book of Kells is the most complete and esoteric expression of Celtic monastic art to survive from the medieval period. Possibly created at Columba’s monastery of Iona, it was preserved at his other foundation of Kells, although it was created some 200 years after the saint’s death. In contrast, the Book of Durrow is a very early survival, and was also connected with a Columban foundation.19 Having founded his primary monastery at Derry in AD 546, from there sprang a chain of daughter houses in Ireland, among which Durrow would become particularly prominent. The Book of Durrow is now known as the earliest surviving Insular manuscript. It anticipates the remarkable developments of the Lindisfarne Gospels and the Book of Kells in its deviation from Continental exemplars. While the St Augustine Gospels focused on realistic portraits of the Evangelists, Italianate settings and instructional narrative scenes, the Book of Durrow abandons these in favour of a distinct and unique form of illumination.
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The Book of Durrow, Trinity College, Dublin MS. A. 4. 5., is the oldest complete illuminated Insular Gospel book. It contains a number of full-page illuminations, including carpet pages, evangelist portraits and initials before each Gospel.



It was made around AD 650, so over half a century after Columba’s death, most probably either at Durrow, Lindisfarne or Iona. The influence of Celtic ideas and imagery pervades the manuscript, tying it closely to the Columban mission. The Book of Durrow has been enveloped in scholarly controversy, with academics pitched in two camps: one that sees the manuscript as the product of an Irish scriptorium; and another that claims it as an Anglo-Saxon creation. The nationalistic nature of these debates has cast a long and dark shadow on the study of this manuscript, but its importance lies in the fact that it is the earliest, the benchmark from which later works of international renown emerged.

The manuscript contains the four Gospels according to Jerome’s Vulgate. An Irish innovation in manuscript art, however, appears in the form of four carpet pages that introduce each Gospel. Possibly derived from similar Coptic examples, in the Book of Durrow these are all full-page and combine a variety of artistic motifs, including Celtic knotwork and whorls and spirals, more commonly found on Celtic metalwork.

Such carpet pages are a notable contribution to manuscript art from the Insular world, the earliest surviving example being found in a seventh-century manuscript made at Columba’s namesake and countryman Columbanus’s monastery of Bobbio in Italy. Called ‘carpet pages’ because of their resemblance to Islamic prayer carpets, these pages come before the Gospels and are devoid of figural imagery. Instead, abstract shapes and geometric designs cover all the vellum, in a form of ‘horror vacui’ that was common to Anglo-Saxon jewellery, whereby no part of the surface was left undecorated. The decoration in the Book of Durrow does, at times, resemble Anglo-Saxon metalwork, for example in the image of the Evangelist Matthew, where the red and gold of his cloak mirrors the cloisonné work found famously on the Sutton Hoo shoulder clasp. The worlds of Ireland, Scotland, and Anglo-Saxon England are drawn together decoratively to create a work of art that is unique to the British Isles of the seventh century.

Another Irish innovation, which ties the Book of Durrow to Columba, can be seen in the use of a large, decorated initial in the Cathach of Columba (perhaps penned by Columba himself) to designate the beginning of a new section of the text. The following letters then reduce in size gradually, in the manner of a piece of music according to diminuendo – the sound becoming gradually quieter. This technique is expanded in the Book of Durrow into an intricate and highly illuminated letter that fills a good deal of the page. Diminuendo becomes a defining characteristic of Insular manuscripts, reaching its zenith in the Book of Kells, where one initial covers the entire page.

Columba’s legacy lives on in the manuscripts associated with him and his monastic foundations. In the Cathach and the Book of Durrow it is possible to witness the innovative and unique characteristics of the Celtic Church in visual rendering. While adhering closely to orthodox Vulgate copies of the text, the decorative elements break away from tradition, and resort instead to native motifs, some of which date back to the pre-Christian past of the Celtic lands. Columba trod a fine line during his lifetime, proudly flying the flag of the Irish Church in new lands and creating a legacy that would influence many of his followers and successors.

From the information that remains about him (and there is a good deal when considered alongside other individuals alive in the sixth century), it seems that Columba was a driven and wilful saint, who took on Picts, Druids, rival Christians and the Loch Ness Monster in the course of his missionary work. Although a native of Ireland, and supposedly heir to the crown of the high kings of Tara had he wished it, Columba is best known for his work among the pagans of the Scottish Highlands and the famous monastery he established at Iona. He was a hardened traveller, who reached the Inner Hebrides as a result of being exiled through feud and battle. With eleven of his companions, symbolically recalling Christ and his Apostles, Columba crossed the sea between Ireland and the Hebrides in a simple curach, but his willingness to take on the waves, brave the elements and claim the small island as his own have all ensured that his memory has been preserved down the centuries.

Columba’s Legacy

Columba has been called the Apostle of Scotland, and certainly his foundation of a monastery on the edges of Scotland was to have wide implications, particularly with regards to the mission to convert the pagan Anglo-Saxons of Northumbria. However, his life can appear contradictory at times, and his foundation of a monastery at Iona seems to have been as much down to chance as to a burning desire to convert the northern part of Britain. He is a complex character, subsumed in the realpolitik of his time and able to manipulate the benefits of a monastic foundation to his own ends. Strong, persuasive, well-connected and, at times, forceful, the legacy of Columba was as much down to his hard-headedness as to his piety and sanctity.

But Columba was not the only Celtic missionary circling the pagan Anglo-Saxon kingdoms and travelling across rough terrains in search of new places to spread the Christian message and set up monasteries.20 He is remembered as one of the Twelve Apostles of Ireland – the number twelve was replicated when each of these Apostles travelled out from Ireland, as each ensured they took eleven of their own companions with them to reach this sacred number. The Twelve Apostles of Ireland all studied under the elder Finnian of Clonard, and each went throughout Ireland and further afield, establishing a vast network of monasteries that prized the Celtic ascetic way of life and encouraged biblical scholarship. A further Irish missionary, and one who shared Columba’s name, also deserves mention since he appears as an early bridge between the worlds of Rome and Ireland.

Born around AD 543, Columbanus was a couple of decades younger than Columba and the other Apostles of Ireland, but like them he embraced the almost foolhardy desire to evangelise far and wide. Like his fellow Irish monks, he braved the sea on dangerous missions to convert wherever his curach landed. Many died on these journeys or were killed by hostile natives when they finally found land. Columbanus, however, was a different character from the abbot of Iona with which he shares a name. Columbanus is also named after the ‘dove’, but his has been given a Latinised ending to distinguish between the two Irish men. His missionary zeal was equivalent to that of Columba, and he founded monasteries across Europe, as far south as Bobbio in Italy.

When, at the age of forty, he was finally given permission by his abbot (later known as St Comgall) to leave his monastery at Bangor, he first went over to France. A testament to his ability to make influential connections, Columbanus managed to gain the favour of King Gontram of Burgundy, and was given land within an abandoned Roman fortress to build a monastery. Here, he reused old Roman stone from the ruined site to build his new Celtic monastery in the heart of the Frankish kingdom – a brave move for an Irish monk far from his homeland. He then founded Luxeuil Abbey in France, and encouraged the use of penitentials as a means of providing a legal code to bind Christians to reparations.21

Penitentials acted as a spiritual equivalent to secular law codes. If a man was wronged in life he would expect repayment in terms of compensation or revenge. If someone sinned, the one they wronged was God himself, and so Celtic Christianity encouraged the use of penitentials, which were manuals designating the specific type of penance a Christian must perform if he or she had sinned. Columbanus took the use of penitentials with him across Europe. This made him unpopular with some foreign rulers, since the imparting of punishment and justice was the preserve of secular decision makers.

He was born in AD 543, which was the same year in which Benedict (author of the famous monastic Rule) died, and just three years after the birth of Gregory. These are converging timelines, which indicate how the life and work of one saint could directly affect those working at the same time. Forty was mature in the early medieval period, which would have made travelling physically exhausting and potentially dangerous. Columbanus took a bold step in heading out to Gaul, and was clearly inspired by missionary fervour and a desire to establish Irish monastic traditions more firmly on the Continent. He may have also found inspiration in the example of his fellow Irish monk Columba, who had already established his monastery in Iona as Columbanus worked his way across the Continental nations.

His actions were perhaps further fuelled by the emergence of a new papacy under Gregory the Great. This new pope, so close in age to Columbanus himself, was attempting to redraw the Christian landscape, positioning the Roman papacy firmly at its centre. Ireland had long been on the outskirts of Christendom, yet the missionary activity of Columbanus and his followers was a means of spreading influence and creating a strong presence of Celtic practices on the Continent. While Columba seems to exemplify the Celtic Church establishing monasteries in opposition to the Roman mission, Columbanus’s actions on the Continent suggest that the picture was far more blurred. There were few clear-cut divisions between the two parties, Roman and Irish.

Through the figure of Columbanus it is possible to perceive a middle ground between the two apparently opposed factions of the Irish and Roman Church. The situation was never cut and dry, with Columba and the Irish pitched on one side, and Augustine and the Romans on the other. In fact, many individuals worked tirelessly through the sixth century and into the seventh to draw the many strands of the Church together. However, within Anglo-Saxon England the camps regrouped, with certain individuals pitching their flags to one or other banner. The souls of the pagan Anglo-Saxons would be battled over for nearly a hundred years, and what resulted was a fascinating hybrid that would produce some of the most famous artworks, organisations and individuals of the medieval period. One saint would come to exemplify this eclectic and exciting time: Cuthbert of Lindisfarne.


Chapter Six

Cuthbert: Bishop or Hermit?

‘Know and remember, that, if of two evils you are compelled to choose one, I would rather that you should take up my bones, and leave these places, to reside wherever God may send you, than consent in any way to the wickedness of schismatics, and so place a yoke upon your necks. Study diligently, and carefully observe the Catholic rules of the Fathers, and practise with zeal those institutes of the monastic life, which it has pleased God to deliver to you through my ministry. For I know, that, although during my life some have despised me, yet after my death you will see what sort of man I was, and that my doctrine was by no means worthy of contempt.’

Bede, Prose Life of St Cuthbert.1






There’s something eerie about the way Bede, apparently quoting Cuthbert himself, prophesied the movement of the saint’s bones. Cuthbert’s body did in fact have to leave the place of its burial – Lindisfarne. Following the fateful Viking attacks of AD 793 the monks were repeatedly subjected to raids, until they finally abandoned their monastery and began carrying Cuthbert’s coffin and the Lindisfarne Gospels across the north of England for over a hundred years. The monks finally settled at Durham in AD 995, where Cuthbert’s body still lies. He represented so much to so many, and was the most popular English saint until Becket usurped him in the twelfth century.

An Anglo-Saxon nobleman, Celtic monk, hermit and bishop, he seems a mass of contradictions. Yet it was the multifaceted nature of this saint that made him so popular, as well as his association with some of the finest surviving Anglo-Saxon artworks. His life was recorded twice (in verse and prose) by the greatest writer of the time, his relics were lavished with care and attention, and his cult was preserved despite the destruction of its original site. Cuthbert’s name is one of the most potent to pass down the centuries, and he continues to be celebrated and venerated today, particularly on the island where he was abbot and bishop.

The Holy Island of Lindisfarne is special. It is a tidal island, joined to the mainland by a sandy causeway just twice a day, and otherwise set adrift in the North Sea as the tide rises. It is also a remarkable natural habitat, populated with rare flora and fauna. There are over 300 species of birds recorded on Lindisfarne, and among the dunes and quicksand, wild flowers and insects flourish. It is special from a historical perspective due to the Celtic monastery founded here around AD 635.

The landscape of Lindisfarne made it the perfect place for Irish missionaries to found a flagship community within the borders of Anglo-Saxon England. A causeway miraculously appears at low tide, connecting the outcrop of land to the Northumbrian coastline like an umbilical cord. The only way to reach the island was by carefully traversing the mud-plains. The safest route is today marked out by wooden piles set at regular distances to avoid dangerous areas of quicksand; nevertheless, the causeway has always been deadly, and one car a month has to be rescued after getting caught in the rapidly rising waters.

The trip from the mainland to Lindisfarne depends on the elements, and away from busy cities and motorways you tune in to the regular patterns of nature, like the rising and falling of the tides. Once on the island, swirling waters engulf the only access road, and the next opportunity to return to the mainland won’t occur for some five or six hours. The inhabitants of the island nestle together in the area around the site of the original monastery, now exuding a faded grandeur due to the crumbling ruins of the later Norman monastic complex. The rest of the island, however, is a nature reserve where the wonders of creation swirl over your heads, unfold beneath your feet and stretch before your eyes. The movement of the waters punctuates the passage of time, and it is possible to imagine the rounds of monastic prayers accompanying the eternal motions of the natural world.

The connections between Iona and Lindisfarne are obvious. While today the island perched on the western coast of Scotland seems more remote than the tidal isle off the coast of Northumberland, the history and impact of the two are twinned together. The islands are almost identical in size and population, with Lindisfarne measuring 1.5 miles long and 3 miles wide, and boasting a population of just 180 people. There is a direct connection between them, since the first monastery established in Northumbria, on Lindisfarne, had as its founder Aidan, a monk from Iona. Little is known of his life before he left Iona to found a monastery on land granted to him by the Northumbrian king Oswald. In pursuing his missionary work in a potentially hostile pagan environment, Aidan was continuing the work of Iona’s founder, Columba. However, the isle of Lindisfarne and, even more so, the tiny isle of Inner Farne, a few miles further down the coast, still resonate with the legacy of the later saint and bishop Cuthbert.

When Cuthbert sought retreat from the world of Church politics, he would head to Inner Farne, and it was here that he introduced the first recorded bird-protection law in AD 676, to look after the eider ducks, which have since been named after him ‘Cuddy ducks’. He discovered that people were stealing the birds’ eggs from the island, so as bishop he issued a law to protect them. Birds were important to Cuthbert, and a number of his miracles revolve around them. This is hardly surprising given that the cliffs surrounding Inner Farne in particular teem with nesting birds in spring. Puffin burrows pepper the ground, and angry terns can swoop down at passers-by if fearing that their chicks are under threat. The isle of Lindisfarne, its birds, beasts and vistas, continues to inspire artists, musicians and tourists alike, just as it inspired its most famous saintly resident.

Cuthbert’s Life and Times

Cuthbert lived during a pivotal time in Anglo-Saxon history. Born a Northumbrian nobleman and raised in the Celtic monastery of Melrose, his life reaches across the many religious and historical strands of seventh-century Britain. He was born a few years after the end of King Edwin of Northumbria’s reign, and his life coincides with the zenith of that kingdom’s power throughout Anglo-Saxon England, referred to as Northumbria’s Golden Age.2 Cuthbert sits firmly at its centre, and continues to fascinate down the centuries with his delicate balancing act of power and piety, humility and honour.3 To understand Cuthbert and the legacy of Lindisfarne, however, it is essential first to consider what happened to Gregory’s Roman mission when it came north, and the resistance it met from the Celtic Church, with its stronghold on Iona.

When Augustine arrived with his mission to Kent in AD 597, the kingdom of Northumbria was undergoing a period of transition. Kent was dominant among the Anglo-Saxon kingdoms, with King Aethelberht acting as ‘bretwalda’ or overlord of the other kingdoms. How this manifested exactly is difficult to determine, but it seems other kings, such as Raedwald of East Anglia, sought to pacify him with gestures like nominally accepting his new religion of Christianity. The other kings may also have owed taxes or been required to provide troops in times of need. In contrast to Kent, Northumbria was a kingdom divided by rival clans. It gets its name from being composed of the regions north of the Humber, and its furthest borders reached towards southern Scotland. It was composed of two major kingdoms – Deira (from the Humber to the Tees) and Bernicia (land north of the Tees) – but as its luck began to change it would grow to include the neighbouring fiefdoms of Elmet and Gododdin.

Despite the fact that the main kingdoms of Deira and Bernicia were nominally unified around AD 604 by King Aethelfrith, conflict between the two is a feature of most of the seventh century. The situation was similar to that some AD 600 years later, when the houses of York and Lancaster placed different representatives on the throne during the Wars of the Roses. King Raedwald of East Anglia, and Sutton Hoo fame, stirred the pot of intrigue to the far north of his kingdom. Around AD 616 he defeated Aethelfrith and installed his rival, the King of Deira, Edwin, in his place. Edwin had been under Raedwald’s protection while in exile from Northumbria, and it is tempting to imagine him staying in the court of East Anglia, resplendent with stunning pagan treasures like those found at Sutton Hoo.

The links between Edwin, Raedwald and Aethelberht were to have the most profound effect on the spread of Roman Christianity to the north, for Edwin was willing to accept the new religion in return for greater links with the powerful southern kingdoms. Edwin was married to Aethelburg, the Christian daughter of Aethelberht and Bertha of Kent. It was a condition of her marriage that Edwin convert to Christianity. The moment the Northumbrian court agreed to accept Christianity is recounted by Bede in one of the most poetic accounts to survive from the early medieval period. Spoken by an anonymous counsellor to the king, the soul is likened to a sparrow flying through the hall:

The present life of man, O king, seems to me, in comparison with that time which is unknown to us, like to the swift flight of a sparrow through the room wherein you sit at supper in winter amid your officers and ministers, with a good fire in the midst whilst the storms of rain and snow prevail abroad; the sparrow, I say, flying in at one door and immediately out another, whilst he is within is safe from the wintry storm but after a short space of fair weather he immediately vanishes out of your sight into the dark winter from which he has emerged. So this life of man appears for a short space but of what went before or what is to follow we are ignorant. If, therefore, this new doctrine contains something more certain, it seems justly to deserve to be followed.4

While the real discussion from Edwin’s court remains forever out of reach, there is archaeological evidence for the court itself, and possibly the hall through which the sparrow so prosaically flies. The archaeologist Brian Hope-Taylor was responsible for excavating the remains of an Anglo-Saxon royal settlement at a remote site called Yeavering, in Northumberland.5 Following references in Bede to ‘Ad Gefrin’, a royal ‘vill’ close to the River Glen, he speculated that an administrative complex could be located further inland from the traditional seat of power at Bamburgh. This site, he believed, was designed to exercise greater control over the native British population, who were more established in this central area of Northumbria.

After examining an aerial photograph taken by an RAF pilot on a particularly dry day in 1949, Hope-Taylor determined that there was a sequence of timber buildings close to Yeavering Bell, which itself had a history of Iron Age settlement. At Yeavering he discovered a fascinating survival – a ringed enclosure of huge dimensions. It was probably deployed to secure livestock, which the king and his retinue would use for food during their stay at the royal hall. Anglo-Saxon England in the early seventh century was not using coinage, so payments tended to be made in cattle, equivalent to hides of leather. From this emerged the Tribal Hidage – the assessment of the income of land on the basis of how many hides of leather would be paid.6 There is also overlap in the runic alphabet that was used by Anglo-Saxons. The ‘f’ rune can be interpreted to mean both ‘wealth’ and ‘cattle’, again emphasising the link between the two.

The complex at Yeavering offers many other insights into the court of King Edwin, primarily the enormous timber hall, which recalls description of Heorot in Beowulf. It is tempting to think of Cuthbert, a young member of the Northumbrian aristocracy, sitting upon the benches within a hall like that at Yeavering, watching the mead cup pass from hand to hand and listening to the accounts of heroic warriors while safe from the storm outside. Alongside the hall, Hope-Taylor unearthed an unusual building in the form of a wedge-shaped amphitheatre. Built of wood, with a raised stage at the base and seating for some 300 people on tiered levels, it has been called the ‘cuneus’. It is unique in Britain, and Bede suggests a tantalising solution as to its use. It revolves around Paulinus – Augustine’s emissary to the north.

Paulinus was sent by Pope Gregory in a second mission of AD 601 to support the work done by Augustine in Kent. He went north as a result of the marriage between Aethelburg of Kent and Edwin of Northumbria. The bishop accompanied the Kentish princess to the court at Yeavering, and began negotiations with the king about converting to Christianity:

So great was then the fervour of the faith, as is reported, and the desire of the washing of salvation among the nation of the Northumbrians, that Paulinus at a certain time coming with the king and queen to the royal country-seat, which is called Adgefrin, stayed there with them thirty-six days, fully occupied in catechising and baptizing; during which days, from morning till night, he did nothing else but instruct the people resorting from all villages and places, in Christ’s saving word; and when instructed, he washed them with the water of absolution in the river Glen, which is close by.7

The ‘cuneus’ at Yeavering may well be the remains of the site where Paulinus preached Christianity to the Anglo-Saxon people. The proximity of the River Glen to the Yeavering site may further support the idea that this was where the first northern Christians were baptised. Paulinus’s mission highlights the political nature of many early conversions. It is significant, however, that the conversion to Christianity was very much a ‘top-down’ process, whereby kings, queens and nobles were appealed to first, and then the message was more widely disseminated. Edwin received baptism first in AD 627, at the timber church at York, and only once the king was Christian would the message filter down to the lower strata of the population. Gregory, Augustine, Paulinus and Bede all stress that it was the decision of kings that mattered. The conversion was not about the gradual transference of religious belief among the general population, but rather a political and economic decision resting in the hands of a few.

Upon Edwin’s death in battle, his kingdom was divided, with Eanfrith succeeding him in Bernicia. Ultimately, he was replaced as king of Northumbria by the Bernician line, which had retreated into Scottish and Irish territories, where they had accepted Christianity at the hands of Celtic tutors. Edwin’s Bernician nephew (and Eanfrith’s brother) Oswald brought a different form of Christianity to the north, one that was flourishing across the borders with Scotland. Oswald won a famous victory at the Battle of Heavenfield, and immediately afterwards erected a wooden cross as a celebration of his triumph. More significantly, perhaps, Adomnán records that before the battle he had appealed in prayer for the help of St Columba. Oswald was nailing his colours to the mast. He was for the Irish Church, unlike his Deiran predecessor Edwin.

According to Bede, Oswald ruled as ‘bretwalda’, and during his reign Northumbria reached the height of its power and influence.8 Bede is very complimentary of him, and presents Oswald as the ultimate saintly king. He was responsible for granting land to St Aidan, upon which he built the monastery of Lindisfarne. In an intimate story, while Oswald and Aidan were feasting at Easter, the king was apparently moved to gift a silver plate full of food to the poor, and then ordered that the plate itself would be broken up and handed out. This led Aidan to grab hold of and bless the king’s hand, saying ‘may this hand never perish’. That his hand was subsequently enshrined and treated as a great relic was thanks not just to Oswald’s reputation as a great warrior and king, but to its being blessed by the holy Aidan.

Oswald was killed in battle against the pagan king of Mercia, Penda, in AD 642.9 He was dismembered, with his head and limbs stuck on spikes. His cult grew in popularity over the years after his death, possibly with the support of Irish saints like Aidan, though reports of miracles associated with his relics spread quickly among the population, indicating that his appeal was widespread. The head of St Oswald, decapitated by his captors during his martyrdom, is particularly interesting since it presented a problem to those Christians supporting his cult. To venerate the decapitated head of a king or hero was a pagan Celtic practice so, while his hand was blessed by a Christian bishop, his head was associated with questionable pre-Christian rituals.

Nevertheless, many different heads of St Oswald are reported, as far afield as Luxemburg, Switzerland, Germany and the Netherlands. Bede reports that his head was quietly taken by his successor in Bernicia, Oswui, to Lindisfarne, where the monks surreptitiously dealt with it. The most accepted resting place for Oswald’s head now is in Durham where, after centuries of wandering across the northern landscape in search of a final resting place, the Lindisfarne monks carried it inside a wooden coffin alongside the bones of another important Northumbrian saint – Cuthbert.

Cuthbert: Converting Hearts and Minds

Poster boy of the Anglo-Saxon Church in the north, Cuthbert’s cult was finely engineered both by Bede (who wrote two official hagiographies of him) and the monks of Lindisfarne. At a time when the Irish Church was positioning itself against pagan Anglo-Saxon, Celtic and Roman Christian ideas, Cuthbert was crafted as a paradigm for all that was good in the Insular tradition. The real Cuthbert is difficult to reconstruct, and appears a mass of contradictions – warrior, nobleman, bishop, hermit, politician. Yet the way his cult was contrived after his death provides a fascinating insight into the power of art and literature within the early Church, and the important role these media had as propaganda tools.

Like many of the Anglo-Saxons who converted to Christianity within the first decades of its arrival, Cuthbert was a character that had to play many parts on the political and religious stage. When he chose to leave behind the life of a warrior nobleman for the Celtic monastery of Melrose, he became an important and influential member of the fledgling Church. Under Oswald, the Northumbrian royal family had tied themselves firmly to the Celtic Christian cause, and their enthusiastic support for, and sponsorship of, the early Church was a means by which they asserted themselves over other kingdoms. Following the example of Aethelberht, whose acceptance of Christianity had ensured his position of ‘bretwalda’ within Anglo-Saxon England, Oswald – and Edwin before him – supported the Church, particularly in terms of land grants. This meant that battles against Penda and other pagan kingdoms carried a sacred element; the Northumbrians didn’t simply battle for more territory, influence or wealth, as they could argue that theirs was a holy war.

It is onto this turbulent stage that Cuthbert steps. He had grown up steeped in the pagan traditions of his ancestors, and spent a good deal of his life immersed in the power and politics of the nobility. His interest in the Church was probably a result of the ‘top-down’ nature of conversion. As a wealthy aristocrat he was able to rise to the rank of Bishop of Lindisfarne, and he took up his strategic position directly opposite the royal palace of Bamburgh. Throughout his life he was both an engaged bishop and a monastic hermit, taking himself away to Inner Farne, where he built a cell that cut off the world, with just a view of the sky. He would have survived on the eggs and flesh of sea birds, and with the elements pounding the sides of this exposed crag in the sea, a hermit’s existence must have been harsh for Cuthbert.

Although he post-dates Cuthbert slightly, Guthlac (AD 673–714) provides a useful parallel to Cuthbert, in that he too seemed to straddle two worlds. He was also an Anglo-Saxon nobleman, and he became a hermit, embracing the hostile surroundings of the Fens. Yet, between these extremes, he remained a politically and religiously active individual. As Cuthbert was Bishop of Lindisfarne and in close contact with the Northumbrian royal family, so Guthlac gave refuge to Aethelbald, the future king of Mercia. The irony of hermit life for many was that, although they retreated from human company for spiritual isolation, this made them increasingly desirable in terms of providing counsel and advice. So hermits, like anchorites, were often visited, and they retained influence in the worldly concerns they sought to escape.

Two Old English poems about Guthlac survive, indicating that he was a suitable topic for celebration not just in the traditional Latin hagiographical texts, but also in the vernacular poetic tradition more usually concerned with heroes and battles. Guthlac certainly had military roots, since he is recorded as having served in the army of the Mercian king before becoming a monk at the double monastery (containing both monks and nuns) of Repton. His life throws into sharp relief the medieval concept of the three estates, since he went from being a knight or warrior, fighting to defend the people of this world from their enemies, to being a monk and then hermit, doing battle with supernatural enemies in order to protect souls both here and in the hereafter.

Cuthbert, like Guthlac, remained a close adviser to the royal family throughout his life, even meeting with ambassadors while apparently being an isolated hermit on Inner Farne. He played the role of seer or prophet at times in terms of advising the king. In AD 685 Cuthbert descended into a seer’s mist and foretold the death of King Oswui.10 He warned the king not to go to battle, and later when walking with the queen he was struck with a vision that the king had been killed. These visions are explained as miracles, but they also served as prophetic visions, the like of which Druidic high priests and seers were subject to as part of their responsibilities towards their rulers and followers. Cuthbert was a man with one foot in the pagan past, and another in the Christian future.

The conversion to Christianity was a slow process, and saints like Cuthbert had to navigate a rocky track to direct people away from their previous beliefs and towards the new ones. We get an idea of how potent the transformation from pagan to Christian was, and how early ecclesiastics like Paulinus sought to control it on a symbolic level, when we examine a specific account from his missionary work in the north. A text known as the Anonymous Life of Saint Gregory, written around AD 713 by a monk of Whitby, shows that Paulinus didn’t always heed Gregory the Great’s guidance that the conversion of the Anglo-Saxons was to be gradual. Instead, it seems that the pagan beliefs of the Anglo-Saxons were often crushed, and at times annihilated from the landscape. The author described how Paulinus ordered a youth to shoot down a crow from a tree as proof to ‘those who were still bound … to heathenism’ that divine matters couldn’t be understood through birds.

Paulinus’s actions reveal that birds like the crow had pagan connections with divinity, and symbolised matters of life and death to some members of early seventh-century Northumbrian society. The raven was the symbolic bird of the Germanic pagan god Odinn, and Paulinus’s act of shooting the black bird was a deliberate attempt to suppress the older belief systems. It is demonstrative of how the Roman mission at times treated the native pagan beliefs they encountered. Paulinus was a powerful man, with powerful backing, tied to a powerful king. He had some success in the north, but the conversion of Anglo-Saxon England was by no means complete a full generation after Augustine arrived in Kent.

Cuthbert has a similar run-in with birds. While he was on Inner Farne he communed with the local birds.11 He was visited by two ravens, whom he had to reprimand for destroying a hay roof on one of his buildings. The ravens flew away, but returned, begging for forgiveness, with ‘half a piece of swine’s lard’, which they offered to the saint as reparation.12 When Bede came to rewrite the story of the ravens he added a speech in which Cuthbert himself angrily rebuked the birds, and he described their retreat in scathing terms, saying they ‘flew dismally away’. Furthermore, he included a moralising sentence at the end of the chapter, in which he stated that this miracle was significant, for it showed how, ‘even the proudest bird hastened to atone for the wrong that it had done to a man of God, by means of prayers, lamentations and gifts.’13 Paulinus, Cuthbert and Bede all understood the power of symbols. Today, a Christian might wear a cross around their neck to symbolise their beliefs. To a Germanic pagan the symbol of the raven carried similar potency. Challenging the pagan religion through rebranding their symbols was one way that Cuthbert sought to win over hearts and minds. But Cuthbert and his cult also harnessed the power of art to their cause.

The Power of Art

Cuthbert survives in our modern imagination so much more vividly than many other Anglo-Saxon saints because his life was thoroughly recorded by Bede, and his cult was preserved in a number of objects and texts that have survived to the present day. This enables a fuller picture of him to emerge, although the majority of textual references and material evidence related to Cuthbert had been carefully contrived posthumously. The ‘Lives’ written by Bede, the Lindisfarne Gospels and the items placed within his coffin during the various translations his body underwent, all say as much about the people writing and creating, generations after the saint’s death, as they do about Cuthbert himself.

The earliest surviving objects associated with the saint do, however, provide insights into the sort of man he may have been.14 Beginning with the pectoral cross, this small piece of jewellery indicates that Cuthbert was both a member of the Anglo-Saxon aristocracy and a newly converted Christian. It was not discovered until Cuthbert’s body had been reinterred, when it was found wrapped in his shroud. This suggests that he was originally buried wearing it, which is unusual, since the majority of early medieval Christian burials tended to lack grave goods.

The style of this object recalls the pagan Anglo-Saxon past, and the many brooches, buckles and adornments included in their furnished burials for the deceased to take onwards into the afterlife. The most lavish Anglo-Saxon pagan burial is Sutton Hoo, but almost all were buried with something, be it a knife, spear (for adolescent boys and men) or simple brooches. Cuthbert’s cross is clearly high status, as it is made of gold. What’s more, it resorts to the familiar technique of gold and garnet cloisonné, which is so richly attested to among the warrior class from the wealth of similar items found in the Staffordshire hoard. Nevertheless, it is clearly ecclesiastical, as suggested by the equal-armed cross shape and numerical symbolism that seems to permeate it. At its centre, the five jewels could be interpreted as the wounds of Christ, while the twelve cloisonné garnets in each of the four arms may recall the Apostles and the Evangelists.15
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Cuthbert’s pectoral cross was found buried around the neck of the saint, within his coffin. It is made of gold and garnet cloisonné and was clearly well-worn. One of the arms had almost broken off and a plate was soldered onto the back to repair it. While the style is Germanic, the shape and the inclusion of a tiny Chi-Rho symbol on the loop at the top suggest it is a Christian object.



Cuthbert’s cross testifies to the symbolic transformation that high-status jewellery was undergoing in the early seventh century. From around the time Augustine’s mission arrived in Kent, jewellery in graves across the south in particular begins to change from the long-established zoomorphic interlacing metalwork characterised most exquisitely by the Sutton Hoo belt buckle. Instead, the shape of the cross begins to be articulated, first in the quartering of disc brooches, which featured four bosses surrounded by decorative spaces suggesting a cross, and then by equal-armed crosses like the stunning seventh-century survival from Wilton, Norfolk. Gold and garnet arms radiate from a gold Byzantine coin, suggesting that the owner was displaying their exotic international connections. The fact that this coin has been positioned upside down, with the cross on Calvary pointing upwards, has led to speculation that the makers of this piece were illiterate and had little experience with coinage. However, this recalls the watches of nurses, in that if it is worn around the neck on a chain, the cross will be viewed the right way up by the wearer. It was an object of personal devotion.

These objects, along with the appearance of exotic gems like amethyst and amber, as seen in the stunning Desborough necklace, suggest that tastes were changing under the influence of increased contact with the Christian Continent. They also indicate that Anglo-Saxon jewellers were having to work with a different set of symbols to suit the new religious leanings of their patrons. Cuthbert’s cross is a hybrid reaction to the broader cultural and religious changes, for while the techniques and materials used to make it accord with a far older tradition of Germanic metalworking, the shape of the cross suggests it was part of the new style of jewellery arriving with the Roman Church.

The other object known to date from around the time of Cuthbert’s death is, of course, his coffin. The oldest piece of decorated wooden carving to survive from Anglo-Saxon England, it too contains layers of symbolism that hint at the role Cuthbert played in this formative period of Anglo-Saxon history. The four sides and lid of the coffin are all incised with carved figures, each of which testifies to a different aspect of the seventh-century Church in Northumbria. On the front is one of the oldest iconic representations of the Virgin Mary and Christ child to survive outside of Rome. It recalls Byzantine images in the way both Mary and Christ stare out directly at the viewer.
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The Wilton Cross, now in the British Museum, was found in Norfolk. In the centre is a solidus from the reign of Emperor Heraclius, who reigned from AD 610–41. It has been set upside down so that the viewer can see the image of the cross while wearing it.



Along one side are the twelve apostles, the most orthodox expression of the Roman Church, with Peter, the first pope, distinguished by the two keys in his hand.16 On the other side, however, is a sequence of archangels. The veneration of angels was common in the Celtic Church, but was a source of consternation for the Roman Church. Angels were seen as intermediaries between God and mankind, a role reserved for the saints and martyrs among Orthodox Christians in the seventh century. But Irish literature testifies to the popularity of angels, many of whom were named and venerated individually.

Depicting a sequence of angels in this manner indicates the influence of the Celtic monastery most closely associated with Cuthbert, Lindisfarne. Its stance on issues like the dating of Easter, the monastic tonsure and the veneration of angels were defining characteristics of the practices at this site and its satellite monasteries. By including this combination of images on Cuthbert’s coffin, the artists that created it have made a clear statement about the uniqueness of the Celtic Church: it can conform with orthodox ideas and practices, but at the same time has its own roots, traditions and traits.

One last aspect of the coffin is worth noting as yet more evidence for the transitional period in which Cuthbert lived and died, and the conciliatory role he played. On the lid is a depiction of Christ in Majesty, surrounded by the symbols of the Four Evangelists – man for Matthew, lion for Mark, calf for Luke and eagle for John. Their form is characteristic of Insular manuscript art, where the beasts are shown full-length, with books and haloes. However, something interesting has occurred with the labels next to each of the creatures. While the name of Luke is inscribed very clearly in Latin as ‘Lucas’, the names of the other three are given in runes. It seems highly unlikely that, while carving the lid of this most important of ecclesiastical coffins, the craftsman would accidentally switch scripts. Instead, it may be that this is a deliberate attempt to reflect the changing world Cuthbert inhabited.

He straddled both the secular and the spiritual, the Germanic and the Continental, the pagan and the Christian. By switching scripts the creators of the coffin are appealing to the old order and the new, and both confer a degree of protection upon the saint interred within. The whole coffin can be seen as a form of eternal prayer surrounding Cuthbert’s remains. It appeals to Christ, Mary, the saints and the angels, in both the language of the Church and of the Anglo-Saxon people. It brings different worlds together to make something harmonious, in the same way that Cuthbert himself did during his lifetime.

Cuthbert: the Lindisfarne and Stonyhurst Gospels

There is another famous object that will forever be tied to the name of St Cuthbert: the Lindisfarne Gospels.17 Although it was produced a generation after the saint died, around the year AD 700, it was designed as a cult object to venerate the monastery of Lindisfarne and its most famous bishop. At the end of the manuscript stands a colophon, added in the tenth century by Aldred, the scribe responsible for the interlinear Old English gloss. It states that the writing and illumination were the work of one man, Eadfrith. This is a feat in itself, but it seems that Eadfrith balanced his immense scribal workload with the responsibilities of being Bishop of Lindisfarne. Following the example of Cuthbert in his devotion to prayer and isolation as a hermit on Inner Farne, Eadfrith’s dedication to producing the Gospels would have been an act of extreme devotion, occupying a great deal of his time.

The process of making the Gospels would have been laborious and exhausting. Bending over curling vellum while balancing inkwells and quills, and searching for light either outside, with a portable writing desk, or inside dimly lit, smoke-filled timber halls would have required dedication and skill. The manuscript Eadfrith produced is stunning and inspired. He was driven both by a desire to create a cult object that would draw the admiration of pilgrims, and to express artistically the importance of his see at Lindisfarne to the uniquely insular character of northern English Christianity. He employed a series of original designs and carefully chosen motifs to decorate the gospels.
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The Lindisfarne Gospels, London, British Library Cotton MS Nero D.IV, is recognised internationally as one of the finest illuminated manuscripts in the world. The work of one man – Eadfrith, Bishop of Lindisfarne – it is beautifully decorated throughout. The full-page illuminations include carpet pages, which combine Celtic and Anglo-Saxon motifs seamlessly.
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The carpet pages that occur before each gospel reflect those in the earlier Book of Durrow, but the decoration is more meticulous and expressive. Mark’s Gospel opens with a geometric design, where an equal-armed cross can be discerned amidst the blue and red circular and linear patterns. The margins are composed of knots, while each of the four squares towards the corners contain a circular motif complete with spirals. These designs are drawn from a Celtic context, with the circular sections in particular recalling enamel panels from hanging bowls. In the centre is a very different design, however. Yellow, red and blue alternate in a series of stepped diamonds, and bring to mind the gold, garnet and glass cloisonné work on Anglo-Saxon jewellery like the Sutton Hoo shoulder clasp. Furthermore, the propensity for zoomorphic interlace witnessed in Germanic metalwork is echoed in the sections around the cross, where decorative, abstracted birds overlap and twine around one another. This page draws together artistic influences and ideas from the Celtic and the Anglo-Saxon worlds. It pays homage to the harmony that can be developed between two seemingly opposed visual traditions.

Each carpet page is followed by a decorative set of initials, which takes the idea of diminuendo presented in the Cathach of Columba and creates a stunning blend of text and image. The decoration draws the mind of the reader from contemplation and meditation on the non-figural carpet pages, through to the divinely inspired words of the Gospel itself.18 There is also an Evangelist portrait before every Gospel, depicting the author at work writing or reciting (in the case of John) their accounts. These are copied from Continental exemplars, but the style is very different.

The figures are not shown as life-like or realistic. Instead, they are abstracted, so the faces are reduced to simple shapes for the features, and the drapery becomes a series of alternating bands of colour. The treatment of the Evangelists is not down to Eadfrith being ‘bad’ at painting people. Rather, it should be seen as a deliberate attempt to avoid depicting sacred figures too realistically, perhaps due to iconoclastic attitudes abroad. By the seventh century both Judaism and Islam had predominantly chosen to avoid representing holy figures realistically for fear of producing false idols. Eadfrith follows Pope Gregory’s earlier guidance that images can help educate Christians, but he couches his figures within abstraction, the like of which anticipates the work of Picasso and Matisse. It is innovative art from an innovative place, and a benchmark of the Northumbrian Golden Age.

Yet while the Lindisfarne Gospels presents an impression of Cuthbert as a bridge between worlds, and the perfect manifestation of all that is good and worthy from both the Celtic and the Anglo-Saxon traditions, it is primarily propaganda. After his death, the cult of Cuthbert was strengthened and developed by the monastery of Lindisfarne. Laying claim to a saint was an excellent means of securing widespread admiration for their establishment, as well as a constant stream of revenue and pilgrims. The relics were important, so the monks cared for his coffin and all it contained, with one tenth-century member of the community reputedly combing Cuthbert’s hair frequently. But the other trappings of a seventh-century saint’s cult seem to have included a deluxe manuscript, as with Columba and the Cathach.

The Lindisfarne Gospels provided Eadfrith, as Bishop of Lindisfarne, with an opportunity to develop a sustained PR campaign for his monastery as it went into the eighth century. Within the vellum pages of this manuscript he created a visual style that presented Lindisfarne as an inclusive and avant-garde establishment, where all that was unique about the Church in Northumbria could be celebrated. This may indeed reflect how Cuthbert himself was perceived, but the Lindisfarne Gospels do not represent him directly. Instead, they reveal how the inheritors of his community wanted him to be seen.

In contrast, however, the small volume known as the Stonyhurst Gospel appears more intimately bound with Cuthbert himself. By turning the pages of fine vellum in this tiny pocket book it may be possible to peer over the shoulder of the saint as he read. The Victorian biblical scholar Christopher Wordsworth felt it was finer than the Lindisfarne Gospels, ‘surpassing in delicate simplicity of neatness every manuscript that I have ever seen’.19 It has the oldest preserved original leather binding in the West, and its remarkable condition is due to the care with which it was kept while among Cuthbert’s treasures at Durham Cathedral. It was wrapped inside three additional leather satchels and kept within a box for four centuries.

It is a simple, relatively unadorned copy of John’s Gospel, and in its simplicity it recalls the monastic ideal spread by the Celtic Church of wandering across the landscape with staff, bell and book, prepared to preach. Its size and apparent modesty betray the fact that, despite it being a useful pocket book, it is still a beautifully made, high-status object. The leather casing also recalls the decoration of the Lindisfarne Gospels in the way it draws together Celtic, Anglo-Saxon and Continental motifs. On the front, raised floriated scrolls sit inside a margin of knotwork, while on the back the patterns familiar from cloisonné work create a geometric incised pattern. This object, alongside the pectoral cross, coffin and Lindisfarne Gospels, tells a similar story: Cuthbert was a rallying point for the fledgling Church in Anglo-Saxon Northumbria, and a syphon for all that was good about its mixed cultural heritage.

The importance of Cuthbert and the artefacts associated with him has been recognised recently by the journey that the Lindisfarne Gospels took to Durham in 2013. Exhibited alongside the Stonyhurst Gospel, saved for the nation just a year earlier, the British Library’s most precious medieval manuscript spent three months close to the bones and relics of the saint they celebrate. Yet the true character and personality of Cuthbert have become clouded behind a screen of posthumous veneration. After his death, a deliberate set of cult objects were made to bolster his reputation and ensure a constant stream of veneration and income for the monastery of Lindisfarne. Whoever Cuthbert really was remains difficult to grasp, for in the hands of sophisticated writers, artists and spin doctors he became the perfect vehicle for sustained and energetic symbolic manipulation. A bridge between worlds, he was a saint who was moulded and crafted through the texts and artworks that came to be associated with him. But his importance at a critical moment in the evolution of the Anglo-Saxon Church cannot be underestimated. During his lifetime change was becoming the norm, and a cultural revolution was taking place. We see this most clearly in the life of one of Anglo-Saxon England’s most important female saints, Hilda of Whitby.


Chapter Seven

Hilda: Princess of a Powerhouse

‘Rage fires the fiend, who formerly Eve betrayed,
While shouting angels hail the glorious maid.
See wedded to her God, what joy remains,
In earth, or heaven, see with her God she reigns!
Behold the spouse, the festal torches shine,
He comes! Behold what joyful gifts are thine!
Thou a new song on the sweet harp shalt sing,
A hymn of praise to thy celestial King.’

Bede’s hymn in praise of the Holy Virgin Aethelthryth.1






Hilda continues to captivate across the centuries. It seems hard to believe that, at a time when women were supposed to be the powerless pawns of men, she could achieve such great things. A princess for half her life, and abbess at one of the most important double monasteries in the nation for the other half, she remains celebrated as a woman who stood out in a man’s world. She was influential among the highest strata of both the Church and the State, was surrounded by the most learned people of the time and commanded land, men and women as abbess of Whitby. While the ruins that sit on the outcrop on the Yorkshire coast post-date her by some 400 years, her name still resonates across this symbolic landscape.

At Whitby the spirit of Gothic, old and new, seeps out of the very cracks in the pavement of this extraordinary coastal town. The echoes of Bram Stoker’s Dracula, in which the arrival of the fearful vampire upon the coast is set against dramatic cliffs and Norman ruins, can still be felt. In this town it feels like the centuries elide. Its coat of arms, bearing three ammonites, and the jet jewellery in shop windows, made from the compressed remains of monkey-puzzle trees, attest to its ancient geological significance. The skeletal remains of the ruined abbey stand in high relief on the East Cliff, while grand Georgian homes gaze down on humble fishing cottages along the seafront. The shipping legacy of the town is now reduced to a series of colourful fishing boats in the harbour. But at the end of the eighteenth century Whitby was the biggest ship-builder after London and Newcastle. Victorian trade and industry made the town prosperous, and its most important civic buildings stand testament to past glories. The sea washes in and out of the estuary like lifeblood.

Yet it is the haunting ruins of the monastery, high on the cliff, that constantly draw the eye. Surrounded by tall grass that ebbs and flows in the wind, the damaged stones and once-great vaulted arches seem to grow out of their surroundings. They sit on top of a much earlier monastic site: Streoneshalh. The name continues to baffle scholars; it may refer to a Roman settlement on the site, or to an earlier founder, Streona.2 This site became increasingly significant in the Anglo-Saxon period because the land along the East Cliff was given by King Oswui of Northumbria to a noblewoman named Hilda. Here she founded a double monastery, containing both monks and nuns, and presided over them as abbess. She is one of the most important female figures of the early medieval period, and is still venerated widely as a saint. Yet, like Cuthbert, a fellow Northumbrian noble and convert, her life charts one of the most dramatic periods in English history in terms of religious transformation.

Hilda: One Life – Two Halves

Born around AD 614, Hilda was the daughter of Hereric, King Edwin’s nephew. She was part of the Deiran royal family and a princess. After her father was murdered while in exile at the British court in Elmet (roughly modern-day West Yorkshire), she was taken in by Edwin and brought up within the pagan royal court. It was the king who gave protection to Hilda and her widowed mother, and in return she would have to accompany the court around the royal sites and palaces. Other widowed queens and noblewomen, as well as exiles and hostages, would have joined them: seventh-century English kingship was a cousinhood.3 As with Cuthbert, it is tempting to imagine Hilda within the timbered hall at Yeavering, serving the warriors, passing round the mead cup, and listening to the local people appealing to their king for help or justice.

Most of what we know about Hilda’s life is drawn from Bede’s Ecclesiastical History, and in this text Bede reveals some details about the secular life she lived before becoming a nun and abbess. He records details about her family, and that she was brought up in Bamburgh Castle on the Northumbrian coast, directly opposite Lindisfarne.4 The original royal stronghold sat on an outcrop of volcanic rock, which allowed a natural vantage point some 150 feet above sea level. Its strategic position made it the perfect choice for an Anglo-Saxon fortress. Finds like the six-band pattern-welded Bamburgh sword, rediscovered in Brian Hope-Taylor’s garage in 2001, attest to the military significance of the location. A part of the Bamburgh site shows evidence for metalworking, which suggests that weapons and jewellery could have been forged within this royal stronghold.

Furthermore, parts of a stone throne were discovered at the site, which may have been the seat of power of the Northumbrian kings. Here, Edwin could have given gifts to his loyal followers, securing the military service of thegns who lived alongside him and protected his family. Hilda would have been exposed to this warrior elite; she would have seen them train and listened to their tales of battle. Indeed, her very name carries connotations of the Anglo-Saxon warrior world, since it comes from the Old English word for battle: ‘hild’. The first half of her life would have been spent performing the duties of a princess, seeing to the needs of the royal household and probably some skilled labour like embroidery and weaving.

Hilda was among the first in the north to convert to Christianity, as she joined King Edwin in a rapidly constructed timber church close to present-day York Minster for his baptism on Easter Sunday, AD 627. She was only thirteen at the time, and it is difficult to know whether her conversion was obligatory or done through choice. She would have heard Paulinus preaching to the court, and seen the great pressure the Roman missionaries were exerting on Edwin and his supporters. Whether she agreed with the ideas introduced by Paulinus or if she simply had to follow the king’s example will never be known. But she would have seen first-hand the important role that women could play within a Christian court.

Edwin’s wife, Queen Aethelburg, was the daughter of the first English king to convert to Christianity – Aethelberht of Kent. He too had probably accepted Christianity under pressure from his wife. Bertha played a salient role in encouraging her husband first to welcome in the missionaries from Rome, and then to convert to the new religion. Hilda would have seen the daughter of this union between Anglo-Saxon king and Christian Frankish princess work her own skills upon her Northumbrian king. She would no doubt have been struck by the changes that women could make with Christianity as the new religious framework for the kingdom. And the monasteries offered a new set of options to Anglo-Saxon noblewomen.

It might seem like becoming a nun would run counter to the intentions of many royal or noble families. A woman’s role was to remain loyal to her family and lord, make good marriages to secure dowries and political affiliations, and bear children. By becoming nuns, all of these roles would be curtailed. However, convents and monasteries presented noblewomen with tantalising opportunities. Firstly, in a time when divorce was incredibly rare, a king or lord could dispose of a barren or unwanted spouse by leaving her to a convent. This would suit both parties, since early convents were often places of luxury. The woman involved would no longer have to remain in an unsatisfactory union, or bend to her husband’s desire for matrimonial dues, which always insisted upon the wife being servant to her husband. Rape and abuse were often part of medieval marriage, as the woman was her husband’s possession, to do with as he wished.

Secondly, the founding of convents, with an aristocratic woman at the head, could be politically and financially expedient for noble families. Monastic lands would be granted to the woman, thus staying within the control of a particular landowning family. Produce from this land, and taxes too, could be utilised by the owners, and the woman would preside over the nuns within as abbess. Women were useful for securing marriages, but not for securing land, as the family’s wealth would pass into the hands of her husband. However, founding convents allowed for more land to remain in the possession of a family, even if they had daughters rather than sons. Instead of losing power and wealth through dowries, founding convents meant the terrain, its productivity and its loyalty could be secured. Finally, becoming a nun offered women many personal benefits. There was the chance to become educated, to have the respect of her fellows, the security of often-luxurious convent settings, and to have freedom from the male-dominated, misogynistic confines of court life.

However, for half of her life Hilda was subject to the secular responsibilities of Anglo-Saxon noblewomen. After Penda killed Edwin in battle in AD 633, Paulinus took his Christian queen and her female entourage to safety to her family’s court in Kent. It is most likely that Hilda went with her. The women of the court needed protection, so it fell to Aethelburg’s brother, King Eadbald of Kent, to protect them. Eadbald is an intriguing character. Despite the fact that both his father, Aethelberht, and mother, Bertha, were Christian, he was a pagan.

He rejected the Church when he ascended to the throne on his father’s death because he wanted to marry his father’s second wife. Marrying his stepmother was illegal within Christian law, so Eadbald returned the kingdom of Kent to the pagan religion. Religious change to secure a marriage is something that Henry VIII would so famously do with Anne Boleyn, but Eadbald did it some 800 years earlier. The sons of Edwin and Aethelburg were sent away from England to King Dagobert in Francia, since male heirs were significant pawns in the game and had to be protected until they were old and strong enough to reclaim their lands. But the women were in an equally dangerous position.

Rather than end up remarried by her brother in a politically expedient union, Queen Aethelburg took the decision to found one of the first Benedictine monasteries in England, at Lyminge, where she ruled as abbess over a double community of monks and nuns. Finds from close to the modern-day church at Lyminge suggest that Aethelburg’s monastic church was made from reused Roman stone.5 Remains of a large-scale timber hall, akin to that at Yeavering, have been discovered next to the monastic site. This, along with rich pagan burials and finds of Frankish glass, suggests that Aethelburg built her church next to a royal palace complex, with the secular palace forming the basis for a later Anglo-Saxon monastery. Here the queen had the safety and security to live out the end of her life, and her example must have made a striking impact on Hilda. She could continue to live in the luxury and security she had known in great royal halls, yet could govern a double monastery too, thus preventing the need for a potentially dangerous remarriage.

Hilda at Whitby

After thirty-three years of life in the court (a symbolic number, for that was the age at which Jesus died), involved in the political and social machinations of the Anglo-Saxon royal families, Hilda chose a monastic life. She had intended to follow her sister Hereswith, who had gone to the Frankish monastery of Chelles after her husband, the King of East Anglia, had died. Instead, Hilda went to Aidan of Lindisfarne, and began training at a small monastery somewhere along the banks of the River Wear. She was brought up firmly within the Celtic tradition, and Aidan then made her abbess of an existing monastery at Hartlepool. Hilda managed to secure the support of Edwin’s Bernician successor, King Oswui. First he gave his daughter, Aelfflaed, into her care at Hartlepool, and then he gave her land at Whitby to establish a double monastery.6 This is yet further evidence for the ‘top-down’ nature of Anglo-Saxon conversion, for those with connections to the court could garner the land and resources needed to establish monasteries.

In the manner of Queen Aethelburg before her, Hilda set up a double monastery on the outcrop of land overlooking the sea at Whitby. Oswui gave her ten hides (enough to support ten households) in thanks for his victory over the pagan king Penda. Here, men and women would live in separate dormitories, but would come together to hear mass at the church. The women would be involved in similar crafts to those that occupied noblewomen, namely spinning, sewing and weaving, but they would also have the opportunity to read and write. Styli have been found at Whitby that were used to scratch letters into wax tablets, and elaborate book fittings also attest to the fact that manuscripts passed through the hands of the monks and nuns.

The men would be involved in other skills, like metalworking and possibly glass making, as there was some evidence at the site to suggest that this ancient Roman practice was being reintroduced at Whitby. The monastery was designed in the Celtic manner, with two or three sharing a wooden hut, and the men separated from the women. Yet finds from the site point to it being a wealthy monastery. Hairpins and pieces of Anglian glass suggest that the nobility who followed Hilda into the monastic life did not sacrifice all their luxuries.

There are finds from Whitby that give a sense both of the courtly nature of the institution she established and the transitional world this saint inhabited. The bone comb discovered in a rubbish pit on the site of Streoneshalh is interesting because it is clearly a high-status object, used to keep its owner looking respectable, and possibly given as a gift.7 Yet it is also of interest because it is covered in runes.8 Just as the inscriptions on Cuthbert’s coffin shifted between Latin and Old English, so does the Whitby comb. It has a pious plea for God’s help, deus meus, god aluwaldo, helpæ Cy … – ‘my God, almighty God, help Cy …’. The Latin turns to the vernacular at the second cry to ‘God’.

The grant of land from the king, the royal background of Hild herself, and the noble men and women who would have joined her fledgling monastery were all tied to the court of Northumbria. This site would become significant through its connection with royalty, and it was where Oswui, his wife, daughter and many other nobles would be buried.9 Oswui would play an important role not only in Hilda’s life, but also in the life of the Anglo-Saxon Church, due to his part in the proceedings of the famous Synod of Whitby. Oswui’s life was an interesting one, since he seems to have straddled many worlds.

During his relatively long life and reign, he was married to three princesses, each from a different part of the British Isles. His first wife, Eanflaed, was the daughter of Oswui’s predecessor and rival in Northumbria, King Edwin. Upon his return to Bernicia as king he married the daughter of his father’s killer, as a means of unifying the Northumbrians houses. However, his second wife was the Irish princess Fin, and his third the British princess Rieinmellt. This shows not only what a culturally diverse place seventh-century Britain was, but that the Anglo-Saxon rulers consciously sought out closer links with the British, Irish and Picts. There has been a traditional tendency to separate the Germanic people from the Celtic, but the degrees of intermarriage and interaction evinced by an important individual like Oswui make these distinctions less clear-cut.

Also of significance in terms of his upbringing were the years spent as a Christian brought up under Irish tuition. Oswui and Oswald were Christian, and both were educated within the Irish tradition under the influence of St Aidan of Lindisfarne. This meant that a dynastic rivalry had emerged between the Deirans and Bernicians in the early seventh century. Edwin was from Deira and backed Paulinus and the Roman mission. Oswald was from Bernicia and backed Aidan and the Irish mission. Oswui would have to position himself carefully in relation to these parties and, fuelled by the power play of influential representatives of the newly established Roman Church like Bishop Wilfrid, the situation was to come to a head in AD 664.

The Synod of Whitby

Oswui decided to hold this important synod at Hilda’s monastery of Whitby. She was a powerful personality, who acted as a royal adviser and saw to the spiritual guidance of those under her watch. Furthermore, like Cuthbert she could be seen as a bridge between different groups. She had grown up in the court of Edwin, was baptised by Paulinus and yet trained under the guidance of Aidan of Lindisfarne. Tensions between the two parties of the Irish and Roman Church were culminating. Now that Gregory’s mission had been largely successful and a generation of Anglo-Saxon Christians were emerging, a decision on the Celtic practices had to be made.

Whitby was the perfect place to host such an important synod. Hilda would have coordinated the travel and lodgings of bishops and Church representatives from across the country and abroad. The food and accommodation required for such an event would have put great pressure on Hilda’s monastery, yet she would have been celebrated as the abbess able to accommodate the good and the great of the Church. She also would have played the role of peace-weaver, keeping tensions at bay between representatives of the different parties. Hilda must have been diplomatic and capable to steer so many opinionated men through the proceedings of the synod.

The impact of the Synod of Whitby may have been overstretched due to the huge emphasis Bede placed on it in his Ecclesiastical History.10 He was interested in the correct calculation of Easter, writing a whole tract on The Reckoning of Time, and his main concern through his theological, scientific and historical texts was to stress the unity of the English Church. Yet, however much Bede may have overemphasised it, the Synod of Whitby was a pivotal moment for the Irish Church in England, and would determine the fate of monastic communities at sites like Lindisfarne and Iona. The debate at the heart of the Synod of Whitby revolved around two seemingly simple matters: the dating of Easter and the shape of the monk’s tonsure. These may not seem the most exciting or significant issues, but the implications of the synod ran far deeper.

The conversion of the Anglo-Saxons to Christianity was a relatively slow process. While certain royal houses and their entourages were encouraged by missionaries from Ireland or Rome to convert, others resisted. In some kingdoms, like Northumbria, the kings shifted allegiance, beginning Christian then returning to paganism. The large and powerful kingdom of Mercia under its king Penda resisted Christianity until AD 655, and the last pagan king, Arwald of the Isle of Wight, died in AD 686. The Synod of Whitby was held at a time when pockets of Christian power had become entrenched throughout England, and the Archbishop of Canterbury, Theodore, was making attempts to bring the various branches of the Church together. In some parts of Anglo-Saxon England it seems that individual churchmen and women were instructing specific royal households in a similar way to Druidic seers; their approach was parochial rather than coordinated. The Roman Church wanted this to stop.

There were deeper political reasons for the synod too, particularly in Northumbria, where the shift in power between the houses of Bernicia and Deira had meant that different approaches had developed in different establishments. Under Edwin and Paulinus, the Roman method of calculating Easter had spread throughout monastic foundations and the royal family. Yet with Oswald’s sponsorship of Aidan at Lindisfarne, alternative practices were observed elsewhere. Tensions reached a head when Aidan died and Oswui, King of Northumbria, was celebrating Easter on a different day to his queen and her followers. The date of Christ’s resurrection from death is the central event in the Christian calendar, so to miscalculate it was tantamount to heresy.

The problem revolves around the fact that the Irish Church had not followed changes in the way Easter was calculated in Rome. For much of the fourth, fifth and sixth centuries they had worked out Easter in relation to the dating of the Jewish Passover, but the First Council of Nicea in AD 325 decreed against this, and so different approaches were developed. By the time of the Synod of Whitby most monastic establishments in mainland Ireland had already decided to adapt their way to the Roman method, but Iona and its sister houses stood firm. As a result, the Synod of Whitby was really a battle between the Ionan and Roman approaches.

This extended to the issue of the monastic tonsure. Why should a hairstyle cause such controversy and outrage? This again runs deeper than may first appear. The Irish monks had developed a tonsure that was shaved at the front and grew long at the back. This had emerged over time, becoming traditional by the seventh century. Along with their staff, book and bell, this tonsure was a way of identifying an Irish monk. In contrast, the Petrine tonsure, which rings around the head with the centre portion shaved bare, was associated with Peter himself. It was a sign of conformity with the Church of Rome, while the Irish tonsure was an outward sign of difference. The Irish monks looked different to those elsewhere on the Continent, and this difference could border on threatening when the individuals concerned had the ears of some of the most important people in the land. By AD 664 there was less tolerance for religious regionalism, and the Roman party wanted to bring a greater uniformity to the Church across all of Anglo-Saxon England.

The two main representatives at the synod were men: Colman of Lindisfarne and Wilfrid of Hexham. Both were politically active, educated, noteworthy leaders within the Anglo-Saxon Church. Nevertheless, Wilfrid emerged as the dominant voice, presenting sound reasons for the widespread acceptance of Roman practice. Colman based his argument on the fact that Lindisfarne and Iona had a tradition going back to that saintly individual Columba, ‘the dove of the Church’, which they were going to hold to. Wilfrid said, however, that Peter was Christ’s ‘rock’ (his name, Petrus, means stone or rock) upon which he built his church, and his successors as pope were the ultimate authority on all matters.

Oswui, in the manner of a Roman Emperor at the gladiatorial games, gave the proverbial ‘thumbs down’ to Colman and the Ionan party. The Celtic Church had been full of variety, and individual churchmen or missionaries would establish monasteries that were adapted to the local surroundings or took on board the needs of the local people and aristocratic families. The main outcome of the Synod of Whitby was to squeeze the uniqueness out of the early Christian outposts across the British Isles. Coupled with an increased use of the Benedictine Rule, with its rigour and regulation, the Church in England became a more structured place.

The Synod of Whitby was about power and control.11 The Ionan Church had to step back, and as a result Bishop Colman of Lindisfarne quit his seat, eventually returning to Ireland. Lindisfarne continued as a monastery and bishopric, however, realigning itself with Roman practices and rallying behind a new abbot and bishop – Cuthbert – who would remove some of the stigma the Synod of Whitby had left behind. Hilda also had to change her ways. Her monastery at Whitby had followed the Ionan practice of dating Easter, so her organisation had to develop. But it remained a powerhouse of authority; so much so that, immediately after the synod, a new art form began to emerge around Whitby.

Whitby, Art and Poetry

One result of the Synod of Whitby was the emergence of free-standing stone high crosses. The legacy of this development can still be felt in market squares across the British Isles, and indeed, the world, where memorial crosses act as focal points for the town. At first they were roughly hewn crosses, not much taller than a tombstone. But there was an explosion of taller, more elaborate versions, particularly across the north of England. The links with Whitby are symbolic: the Roman Church triumphed at the synod, and the papacy – based on Petrus/Peter, the ‘rock’ upon which Christ built his Church – had to imprint its presence on the landscape. What better than a large piece of stone, breaking up the hills and fields, guiding the eye and providing a highly visible meeting point? That the stone was a permanent fixture on the landscape, not subject to weathering as wood and timber were, also reinforced the message that the Roman Church was here to stay. The more elaborate versions, like the Ruthwell Cross, appear in the eighth century, but the idea seems to have originated in and around Hilda’s monastery at Whitby.12

Hilda has been remembered as a patron of the arts through her support of the Old English poet Caedmon. Bede records how Caedmon tended to the animals on the estate at Streoneshalh. He was wary of being in the hall when the revelry began, as he feared he would have to join in the courtly song that rang around the mead benches. It is worth remembering that Bede is recording monks in this act of feasting, singing and passing around the harp, which again suggests that Hilda’s abbey at Whitby resembled a secular hall. Caedmon felt he could compose and sing nothing. Yet when he slept he was visited by ‘someone’ who encouraged him to sing ‘the beginning of created things’. The only part of his poetic output to survive is the so-called ‘Caedmon’s Hymn’:

Now [we] must honour the guardian of heaven,
the might of the architect, and his purpose,
the work of the father of glory
as he, the eternal lord, established the beginning of wonders;
he first created for the children of men
heaven as a roof, the holy creator
Then the guardian of mankind,
the eternal lord, afterwards appointed the middle earth,
the lands for men, the Lord almighty.13

This poem – the oldest Old English poem to survive in manuscript form – occurs only in Bede’s Ecclesiastical History. Yet it attests to an early oral poetic tradition that flourished in Anglo-Saxon halls, and which adapted to the new subject matter of Christianity in the seventh century. According to Bede, Hilda encouraged Caedmon, and he became a monk at Whitby. Indeed, many important individuals passed through her monastery, including five future Anglo-Saxon bishops, one of whom was Wilfrid himself. It is surprising to think that a woman could wield such power and influence in the seventh century. Hilda was a transitional figure, poised at a transitional moment. The role of women would change as the Church increasingly controlled, monitored and suppressed their influence, but Hilda represents a high point for early medieval Christian women. She was not alone, either.

Aethelthryth: Queen, Mother and Nun

Hilda was not the only Anglo-Saxon woman to found important monastic institutions and be declared a saint upon her death. In the century after the Roman mission of AD 597, women within Anglo-Saxon England were systematically raised to the status of abbess, and ultimately saint.14 The family tree of King Anna of East Anglia is particularly interesting. All four of his daughters were declared saints. Despite the fact that the memory of Hilda seems to have come down through the centuries more clearly, it’s been suggested that Anna’s daughter Aethelthryth was the most popular of the female Anglo-Saxons saints, with more vernacular texts written about her than any other.15

Aethelthryth was a contemporary of Hilda, born around AD 636 and died in AD 679, and her life was tied to that of the Northumbrian noblewoman’s, particularly as Hilda’s sister Hereswith had married her uncle. She was of royal birth, and her father, Anna, was a fascinating character. He was a member of the Wuffingas dynasty – that warrior clan who had settled in the area around East Anglia after travelling from Sweden, and whose legacy appears to be commemorated in the array of finds from Sutton Hoo. Yet, while his ancestors were pagan, Anna was celebrated as a pious Christian. It seems that the East Anglians had to do whatever the rulers of the other kingdoms did, but with even greater results. So Anna, nephew of Raedwald (who is possibly the ruler commemorated in the Sutton Hoo ship burial), embraced Christianity with such aplomb that all of his children were declared saints.

Aethelthryth was a valuable commodity as daughter to the king of East Anglia. Her worth lay in her ability to secure allegiances through marriage and provide rulers with heirs. In the warrior culture of the Anglo-Saxons, marriage was akin to the relationship between a lord and his retainer; a man and wife were not equal, but rather a wife owed her husband undivided loyalty until death.16 According to Bede, Aethelthryth desired a religious life early on, and chose virginity despite being married twice. Through her two marriages she secured a number of benefits, including political allegiances and dowry payments. Her first husband was Tondberct, prince of the South Gyrwe (the area around the Fens, which included Ely), while her second was Ecgfrith of Northumbria.

However, she proved to be a problematic wife in both instances, refusing to provide her husbands with the opportunity to consummate their marriage and thereby sire an heir. This is explained by the fact that she had taken a vow of chastity before being wed, but there is another, political, way to read this. It is possible that she was unable to bear children, and the suggestion of extreme piety and virginity meant that she would not simply be cast aside by her husband, but would be provided for in terms of becoming a nun.17

When her first husband died, having apparently respected her vow of chastity, he left her the area around Ely as a mourning gift, and here she established a monastery. According to Bede, she had imagined this would signal her retirement from the world of courtly politics, but her family weren’t done exploiting her worth yet; they married her a second time, to Ecgfrith, King of Deira from AD 664. Again, Aethelthryth requested that her husband respect her virginity, but this proved hard for Ecgfrith, who needed a legitimate heir to his unstable kingdom. They remained married for ten years, but when he ascended to the throne as king of all Northumbria he became more demanding of his wife. It was the intervention of Wilfrid, one of the most powerful churchmen of his time, which seems to have finally determined the outcome of Aethelthryth and Ecgfrith’s marriage. He encouraged her to remain chaste, and she eventually left court for a monastic life.

The ideals of purity and devotion that underlie the story of Aethelthryth made her extremely popular, and Bede and Wilfrid promoted her cult. However, the reality of her situation was more complex. Bede himself questioned Wilfrid as to whether she really had been a virgin, for twelve years of marriage to a king was a long time. It may be possible, through the story of Aethelthryth, to glimpse some of the private difficulties faced by rulers. Kings wanted fertile wives who could do their bidding and provide heirs.

Ecgfrith and Aethelthryth may have found themselves in a barren union, where one or other of them could not provide children – Ecgfrith did in fact take a second wife, and she was also unable to provide an heir. As divorce laws were strict, with adultery the only legitimate reason to put a wife aside, Aethelthryth joining a convent must have been the next best option. Whether she went willingly or was coerced into making way for another queen, Aethelthryth’s story was given a spin doctor’s treatment in the hands of Bede, and she became a saint whose body was incorrupt after death, and who resembled the early Continental virgin saints and martyrs.

Aethelthryth wasn’t the only one of Anna’s daughters to walk the fine line between the secular and spiritual. Her sister Seaxburh married the King of Kent before taking over from Aethelthryth as abbess of Ely. As queen she gave birth to two sons, who both ruled as king, and to two daughters, who were both declared saints. Indeed, Seaxburh became an exemplar for ruling women, as once she retired from public life (having been a daughter, wife and mother of kings, and ruled as regent for her young son), she was able to become an abbess of a monastery and then be declared a saint.18

The response of King Anna and his family to the rise of Christianity was to embrace it with enthusiasm and draw as much benefit from the new rituals of the Church as was possible. The effect of accepting Christianity in this early wave would have been to create a further divide between this kingdom and its neighbour – the kingdom of Mercia, run by the ruthless pagan king Penda. Anna understood the benefits of Christianity in its earliest manifestation among the Anglo-Saxons in terms of empowering royal women through the establishment of monasteries. While it is tempting to see the acts of Aethelthryth and her sister Seaxburh, abbesses of Ely, as inspired by new-found devotion to the Christian faith, it is perhaps more accurate to see the establishment of monasteries and the placing of royal princesses at their head as a form of land-grabbing.

Anglo-Saxon princesses could rise in prominence through marriage in the pre-Christian period, but they were rarely able to possess land and power in their own right. The first generation of Christians, however, seemed to find a new opportunity by assigning their daughters land upon which they could establish monasteries. This enabled them to retain or even take possession of tracts of land that could be farmed and controlled under the guidance of the loyal royal or noble family. The Church was owed its taxes and share of the produce, but the ties to the local ruling dynasty meant that these areas would remain loyal and the lands would not have to leave them to pass into the hands of an opposing neighbour. Daughters had previously been a source of consternation to kings, but they could now be virgins, abbesses and saints.

Issues surrounding marriage and divorce concerned Anglo-Saxon royalty and nobility from the arrival of the Christian missionaries, and they pressed Augustine and Gregory for guidance on these matters as soon as the Roman party arrived in Kent. While the position of women within Anglo-Saxon society was affected by the early monasteries, in that it provided another option, the realities of entering a religious community were dictated by male Church leaders, many of whom had fixed views on women as descendants of Eve, the first sinner. Within the Church, women were not equal, although for a short while in the seventh century and into the eighth they carved out new niches for themselves that gave them greater power than they would come to have in the following centuries. Yet powerful male saints were far more prominent in the Anglo-Saxon period, and none more so than the fearless, powerful and uncompromising Bishop Wilfrid.


Chapter Eight

Wilfrid: God’s Nobleman

‘And then we should all strive
that we might go there
to the eternal
blessedness
that is a belonging life
in the love of the Lord,
joy in the heavens.’

The Seafarer.1






Wilfrid was difficult during his life, and he continues to prove difficult after his death. He was the first Anglo-Saxon saint to truly appreciate and exploit the political, cultural and spiritual connections that the conversion brought with it. Born to wealthy noble parents, he was destined for a life of privilege, but the Church allowed him to soar to the heights of power, whereby he had the ear of the Pope and sway over kings and queens. He stood firm for what the Gregorian mission endorsed, often in opposition to Irish Churchmen whom he had grown up and trained with. But his dogmatic stance gave him security on the Continent, and he became a well-travelled, cosmopolitan European. Even into his old age he continued to fight his corner, constantly seeking greater power and influence. He enraged and enchanted people during his lifetime, and his legacy in the north of England survives today in the two abbeys he founded at Ripon and Hexham.

Deep within Hexham Abbey there is a place where you can stand completely inside a true, authentic Anglo-Saxon space. Down steep, irregular steps beneath the solid stone floor of the Romanesque abbey church lies a dark, unsettling crypt hewn out of the earth and supported by ancient Roman stones. Originally, the space would have been plastered and decorated, with relics and lamps placed in niches. But now the walls are bare, displaying the grooves on the surface of the stones made by the chisels of Roman masons who first carved them nearly two millennia ago. The crypt was designed to underpin the lavish church building of one of Anglo-Saxon England’s first home-grown saints: Wilfrid. His ambitious building projects at Hexham and nearby Ripon were celebrated at the time as ‘the finest buildings north of the Alps’.2 But inside the cramped and dimly lit crypts at Hexham the hyperbole seems irrelevant. This powerfully evocative place offers a unique insight into the fascinating Wilfrid and the nature of the very earliest Anglo-Saxon saints.

Hexham lies twenty-five miles to the west of Newcastle, in the county of Northumberland. It is a ruddy yet picturesque town, which has seen the passage of history played out on its streets. At the heart of the town springs the crenellated, darkened stone of the church spire. It is a modest-sized building, which displays its age and historical significance through the variety of Anglo-Saxon carved stones arranged around the walls either side of the nave inside. At the east end of the church, behind the altar screen, sits a potent reminder of the powerful man who was the first bishop at Hexham.

Wilfrid’s episcopal throne, known as the frith stool, is in more or less the same place it has occupied since he became abbot of Hexham on receiving a land donation from Queen Aethelthryth in AD 674. The frith stool remained a place of sanctuary for those in danger or accused, right up to the reign of Henry VIII. It acts as a potent reminder of what made Wilfrid unique: his power rivalled that of the Anglo-Saxon kings; his support of the Roman Church took inspiration from Gaul, the papacy and the Romano-British past (the throne was probably made from reused Roman stone pillaged from the nearby site of Corbridge); and, finally, he and the Roman Church he represented were to leave a lasting impression, a permanent imprint, on the Church in England.

The uneven, roughly hewn passages in Wilfrid’s crypt at Hexham also carry deep symbolism. True, the architectural naivety of the reused Roman stone may indicate that the building was made at a time when worked stone was difficult to access. Wilfrid had to import masons from Gaul to build his churches, as there were no native Anglo-Saxons trained to work with stone. However, by reusing stones from the nearby ruins along Hadrian’s Wall, the echoes of the Roman-Christian past in England would be recalled.

The church buildings of Wilfrid and his contemporaries were the first substantial structures built in stone for some 300 years. By tying the new church buildings at Hexham and Ripon with the power and legacy of the Roman Empire, Wilfrid was declaring his edifices permanent fixtures on the landscape, designed to withstand time and the elements as part of a new religious climate. This was cutting-edge architecture that would have made a massive impression on the rest of the population, who continued the age-long tradition of building in timber. If a building like the Pompidou Centre made an impact in 1970s Paris, then it is hard to imagine the sort of effect Wilfrid’s stone basilicas would have had in seventh-century England. This was unfamiliar, otherworldly design, inspired by far-off lands with which the majority of Anglo-Saxons were unfamiliar. Wilfrid wanted his stone churches, his crypts and his own position within Anglo-Saxon society to be noticed.
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Wilfrid’s frith stool is in the east end, within the choir, of the church at Hexham. It is most probably carved from reused Roman stone, and has been worn smooth by centuries of use.



The crypts recall other structures too, like the ring crypt around St Peter’s tomb at the Vatican, and the dimensions have been shown to mirror those of Christ’s tomb.3 The ways in which the passages twist and turn, surprising visitors with areas of light and darkness, and unsettling the feet with irregular steps, brings to mind the catacombs of Rome. These underground chambers and passages were the burial places of the earliest saints and martyrs, and were visited by pilgrims to Rome, like Wilfrid himself. He undertook the first recorded pilgrimage of an Englishman to the papacy around AD 653. During this, and later visits, he would have wound his way beneath the city in search of relics of earlier saints. Recreating this experience in the north of England would enable pilgrims to fulfil a miniature version of a journey through Rome’s most sacred spaces, and to come into contact with saints that would connect them to both the papacy and the blessed in heaven.

Wilfrid brought relics back from Rome and had them displayed in his crypts. The niches carved into the walls may have contained reliquaries or lamps designed to illuminate the treasures within. There are certainly records to suggest that saints’ relics were displayed in lavish containers. For example, Cuthbert’s hair, taken from him during his elevation in AD 698, was kept in a casket described as a ‘theca reliquiarum’ – a reliquary vessel.4 Wilfrid was also reported as owning a reliquary, a ‘chrismarium’, filled with relics that Queen Eormenburg wore as ornaments.5 Relics were big business, and a materially minded man like Wilfrid wanted to invest in a finer collection than any of his contemporaries.

A Complex Character: a Transitional Time

Wilfrid is one of the most complicated saints of the Anglo-Saxon period, probably because of the complexity of the time in which he lived. He, more than most saints, embodies the compromising pull between spiritual and secular matters. He was a born fighter, a provocative diplomat, headstrong, wilful, powerful, wealthy and controversial. Far from being a pious monk or victim martyr, Wilfrid fought a hard battle to forcibly instil the Roman Church into Anglo-Saxon England. He lived a long life, but much of it was spent in exile, traversing the roads between his foundations in England and the papacy.

He reflects a time when the pagan Anglo-Saxon nobility were embracing Christianity and all it offered. Born a pagan nobleman, and most probably related to the aristocratic families of the Northumbrian region of Deira, his upbringing was firmly rooted in the warrior society of the period. He provides a perfect point of connection with the power and politics of seventh-century Anglo-Saxon England, but because of his ceaseless wanderings, his training at the Celtic monastery of Lindisfarne and in Canterbury, Gaul and Rome, his life also opens a window onto the Celtic West and the rest of Christian Europe.

He crossed vast distances in his lifetime, sometimes with an entourage of over a hundred people, moving between the monasteries he had founded in northern England, the Midlands and Sussex, and across the Continent, to Italy. Travel was laborious, difficult and dangerous, but Wilfrid serves as a reminder that many people could traverse great distances in the early medieval period. Far from living and dying within a few miles of where they were born, Wilfrid and his contemporaries embraced travel with a passion.

During his forty-six years as Bishop, he spent more than half – twenty-six years – in exile due to his constant disagreements with rulers and nobles. He was not afraid to court controversy, and he made many powerful friends and enemies over his long life. One particular friend and patron was Queen Eanflaed, wife of Oswui of Northumbria. She did much to develop his education and early career, personally writing to her cousin, the King of Kent, for Wilfrid to be accepted into the monastery at Canterbury. She was something of a patron to him, endorsing his application to study at one of the best schools in the country. But she wasn’t his only high-profile supporter. He would receive the land and monks for his monastery at Ripon directly from Alhfrith, heir to the Northumbrian throne, and the land for Hexham abbey from a later queen of Northumbria, Aethelthryth. He gained the support of powerful Gaulish bishops and even the Pope. But he made influential enemies as easily as he made friends.

His life is recorded in two main sources: one, a piece of commissioned hagiography by his follower, Stephen of Ripon; another, the writings of Bede. Wilfrid was still alive during Bede’s early years, and the two reputedly met. In fact, Bede had the opportunity to question the then bishop, and the subject he chose was a controversial one. He asked Wilfrid whether Queen Aethelthryth had indeed been a virgin; a serious topic that had ultimately led to Wilfrid losing his bishopric.6 It seems Bede was not afraid to probe the powerful bishop on some uncomfortable topics.

Wilfrid should have been an entirely fitting rallying point for Bede, as the paragon of Roman Christianity, trained under Continental bishops in Gaul and Rome. He reflected many aspects of the Church in Anglo-Saxon England that Bede supported, especially regarding the dating of Easter and the introduction of the Benedictine Rule. However, when compared with the lavish compliments he bestows upon Cuthbert, Wilfrid is handled with greater reticence. Bede does present him as the major representative of the Roman party of the Synod of Whitby in AD 664, and celebrates the fact that he took a strong orthodox line, despite having close connections with the Celtic Church. Yet Bede is often as telling in what he doesn’t say as what he does. His treatment of Wilfrid may not be openly hostile, but it lacks warmth and is distinctly subdued in comparison with his celebration of other Anglo-Saxon Christians.

Wilfrid’s Life was written down as an official hagiographical text by one of his followers, Stephen of Ripon, as part of a concerted effort to have him declared a saint after his death. The text was accompanied by other investments in art, particularly the creation of an empurpled gospel book. This manuscript is now lost, but its rich appearance is described by Stephen:

For he had ordered, for the good of his soul, the four gospels to be written out in letters of purest gold on purpled parchment and illuminated. He also ordered jewellers to construct for the books a case all made of purest gold and set with most precious gems; all these things and others besides are preserved in our church until these times as a witness to his blessed memory.7

The Cathach of Columba highlighted the important connection between specific manuscripts and saints. But the respective manuscripts associated with Columba and Wilfrid were markedly different. The Cathach reflects the Celtic Church in terms of its decoration, and the way in which it was venerated by being encased like a relic. Wilfrid’s, although lost, conforms with descriptions of Continental books of the highest status. To stain vellum purple and write purely in gold was the most costly and ostentatious way of displaying power.8 The colour purple has imperial associations, so by creating an empurpled manuscript Wilfrid’s scriptorium was developing an object that would display his power during life, and act as a rallying point for his cult after his death.

That the manuscript has been lost is to be expected, since such a lavish religious book was likely to have been targeted by Reformers and destroyed. Sadly, now it can only be imagined from the very briefest description in Wilfrid’s Life. A similar empurpled Anglo-Saxon manuscript may, however, survive in the Stockholm Codex Aureus, now in the National Library of Sweden. It is a mid-eighth-century Anglo-Saxon manuscript, probably originally written in Canterbury. Every other double page is empurpled, and the manuscript gets its name ‘Aureus’ from the fact that many of the pages are written in gold. It was such a valued object that, when it was looted by Viking raiders in the ninth century, the Ealdorman of Surrey paid a huge ransom to get it back. Like many millionaires today, Wilfrid understood the importance of patronising the finest and most impressive art. He was a man with expensive taste, and the cult manuscript he had designed to commemorate him after death would have been an incredibly exclusive and rare object.

Wilfrid and the Franks Casket

There is another high-status object, however, that may have been made at one of Wilfrid’s monasteries during his lifetime and does survive. We can gain a clearer understanding of the complex environment Wilfrid inhabited by examining one fortunate survival: the Franks Casket.

Made in Northumbria around the year AD 700, so towards the end of Wilfrid’s lifetime, it is a whalebone casket.9 Its many sides are carved with low-relief figures and runes, and form a complex sequence of images that have to be interpreted alongside one another. Its linked meanings work over each side, rather like an early medieval Rubik’s Cube. The handwriting and Old English dialect of the inscriptions on the casket suggest that it could have been made in one of Wilfrid’s ecclesiastical organisations at Hexham or Ripon.10 Indeed, the scope of historical, religious and mythical scenes, combined with the level of literacy displayed, indicates that it could only have emerged from the minds and hands of well-read northern monks.
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It is a very rare survival. The Franks Casket is one of those powerful objects that seems poised at a transitional moment in history. It looks back to the pagan Germanic past, and projects forward to the Christian world of the Continent. It encompasses a mass of information about the time in which it was made and the individual with which it is most closely associated. This is important when considering how eclectic the subject matter is, as pagan gods jostle with Roman kings. It seems to undermine our modern conceptions of what was acceptable within this climate of extreme Christian fervour. Yet it can help us understand what Wilfrid’s objectives were, particularly in terms of reinforcing the fledgling Church in Anglo-Saxon England and modifying the pre-Christian beliefs of his nation.

For many years it had served as a sewing box for a family in Auzon. How it came to France is unknown, but its presence there supports the theory that it changed hands as a diplomatic gift. It eventually found its way to an antiques shop in France, where the ever-vigilant eye of the British Museum Keeper, Sir Augustus Wollaston Franks, recognised its worth and brought it back to England. Its size means it cannot have contained any large objects, but the metal lock (now lost – melted down to make a ring during the French Revolution) and detailed carvings on almost every surface suggest that it was designed to hold something precious, and to be seen by powerful, informed, influential viewers. It possibly contained relics or, most plausibly, diplomatic documents, designed to relate information about the newly converted, globally minded Anglo-Saxons in the north of England.

In a similar manner to the reuse of Roman stones in the creation of Wilfrid’s crypts at Hexham, the format of the Franks Casket recycles an earlier form. The object itself has clear parallels in the Christian world. Late Antique examples like the fourth-century Brescia Casket clearly use the sides to present images and iconography connected with Christianity and the imperial past, all executed in the highest status of mediums – ivory. This is not the case with the Franks Casket – in fact, it is an utterly unique object and has no known parallels. Entering via the lock, the front immediately transports the viewer to a different world, as runes run along the sides.

The Franks Casket displays some of the longest and earliest stretches of runic text to survive in the West. The multi-layered ways in which runes functioned made them the perfect mode of expression for an object, and an audience, imbued with a passion for riddling. Indeed, it opens with a riddle:

The fish beat up the sea(s) on to the mountainous cliff The king of terror became sad when he swam onto the grit. Whale’s bone.11

This short riddle provides its own answer – the casket is made of ‘whale’s bone’ – but the intention is to challenge the viewer regarding the origins of the object and its earlier life as part of the ‘king of terror’ – a whale. It recreates the dramatic moment when a whale was beached on the sands, its bones ultimately reincarnated as a casket. Once again the imaginative world of the Anglo-Saxons comes starkly into view, as here the casket employs prosopopoeia (a rhetorical device where objects speak for themselves) to give this inanimate artefact a voice. This is something we encounter repeatedly in Old English riddles, where manuscripts, weaponry and creatures challenge the reader to ‘say what I am’.

This desire to give a voice to supposedly inanimate objects suggests a different way of engaging with the world – a world in which nature was powerful and vocal, populated with spirits and sounds outside the realm of man. Rivers, glens, woods and mounds all contained the potential to act as meeting points between the worldly and the otherworldly. In the pagan spiritual framework, gods could metamorphose into animals, and stones could tell their ancient stories. This was a mindset not easily put aside, and the legacy of this tradition lived on for many centuries.

With the riddle on the front of the Franks Casket answered, the images present the next challenge. On the front, two very distinct scenes are paired alongside one another. On the right are three men dressed as soldiers, approaching a woman and child enveloped one inside the other within an enclosure.12 Other strange symbols include a sunburst, a bird and a range of objects held by the men. Four runes float above the figures, helping to decipher just this scene alone. They read MAGI, which means this must represent the account of the three wise men visiting Jesus after his birth. But there are no other depictions from across the Christian world that mirror this portrayal of the event. It is utterly unique.
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To the right, a bearded man with one bent leg presents a woman with a cup. Another figure lies beneath him, and in front is an array of tools.13 Further along, another woman holds a purse, while another character appears to be plucking birds. Already a visual link has been established with the other scene, as a bird seems to have escaped from one and run through to the next. But the connections apparently stop there. This scene depicts the pagan Germanic legend of Weland the Smith, in which he was kept hostage by King Niðhad, and hamstrung to stop him escaping. To exact his revenge, he lured first the king’s son, whom he beheaded before fashioning a goblet from his skull. Then the king’s daughter visited him, during which he drugged, raped and impregnated her. The skill with which this myth is reduced to small set pieces suggests that this story was well known, needing only the basic details.

What might Christian figures like Wilfrid have made of this juxtaposition of such opposing images? The two scenes come from very different cultural contexts and seem to celebrate very different things: on the one hand, the importance of revenge, in this case on a king; and on the other, the birth and acknowledgement by kings of a peace-loving, child king-of-kings. Yet, there are parallels between the two that require some mental acrobatics to unravel. Weland was said to have escaped on a flying machine made from bird feathers (presumably those being plucked to the right). His ascension was later employed on Viking sculptures as a pagan equivalent to the ascension of Christ into heaven. Both main figures are shown in a heroic guise, and it is surely their super-human characteristics that are being celebrated. What these scenes show us is that the Christian world Wilfrid lived in was part of a transition from a previous worldview that still consumed contemporary minds. This object means we must question whether the pious and righteously Christian presentation of Wilfrid accords with the real world he inhabited.

These two scenes and the surrounding riddle are sufficient to illustrate the many problems the Franks Casket poses, and the complex transitional period that gave rise to its creation. The other sides present an equally problematic sequence of images, with unique versions of the wolf suckling Romulus and Remus (shown prostrate and adult),14 and Titus’s sacking of the temple in Jerusalem during the Jewish-Roman wars of AD 70. These episodes from Roman and Jewish history are testament to the far-reaching and cosmopolitan place that eight-century Northumbria was, and work with the front in terms of reinforcing questions of divine and human rulers.

What’s more, the Titus scene includes an incredible bit of linguistic play – at the top-right of the scene the inscription switches from runic to Latin script. This is not an accident, as it’s impossible to think of a skilled carver not realising he has changed language and script halfway through a sentence. Instead, it appears to be a deliberate comment on the changes of the time, shown symbolically through this shift from Old English to the language of the new Church.

The last side, which is separate from the others and held in the Bargello Museum in Florence, is in many ways the most enigmatic. Its runes are encoded, with some symbols standing in for letters and some for words, which means they are extremely difficult to interpret clearly. Despite defying convincing interpretation, the images suggest that it represents ideas of a warrior’s journey after death, complete with the trappings of the hall – goblet, horse and weaponry. The right-hand side of the casket and the lid, which appears to show an episode from the legend of Egil, seem firmly rooted in the pre-Christian, Germanic pagan tradition. The combination of images reflects the turbulent time in which it was made.

The flying bird that goes around the casket and across the bottom of the right-hand scene is an important motif. It is perhaps symbolic of the soul’s flight from life to death, something Bede explores in his famous account of a sparrow flying through a hall. Wilfrid inhabited the complex, transitional world of the Franks Casket. Examining the casket as a multi-faceted object, and exploring the historical, cultural and religious context in which it was made, all help to shed light on the imaginative world of early eighth-century Northumbria – the world of Wilfrid. It certainly puts more traditional approaches towards this pious Christian against a much more ambiguous backdrop, and enables a different set of insights into this saintly man and his monastic community.
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Powerful Friends and Enemies

Through his elaborate stone buildings, lavish manuscripts and high-status luxury objects, Wilfrid was surrounding himself in the aura of Romanitas (Roman-ness).15 He gains further potency by harnessing the trappings of the Anglo-Saxon warrior culture in which he was brought up; for example, tying his monastery of Hexham to the saint-king Oswald. Rather than endorsing the cult of King Edwin (connected to him through the Deiran nobility), Wilfrid instead developed the idea of the Bernician Oswald as holy warrior. He could act as a bridge between the pagan warrior elite of the Anglo-Saxons and the promise of both earthly and heavenly rewards offered by the Church. At Hexham, sponsoring the cult of Oswald was a canny move, since it took a cult figure popular with the people of Northumbria and dressed him in the finery of Wilfrid’s elaborate Romanised Christianity. Wilfrid worked hard at his public image, but his strength of character and bullishness meant he struggled to keep the most influential people in Anglo-Saxon England onside. This is nowhere more true than in his relationship with Archbishop Theodore.

Theodore was the eighth Archbishop of Canterbury, who inherited the legacy of Augustine before him in terms of enforcing the presence of Rome in Anglo-Saxon England. He was from Tarsus, a Greek-speaking area within Byzantium, and along with his native tongue he could speak Latin and Syrian. He most probably trained at the School of Antioch, and later in Constantinople, where he learnt astrology, medicine, rhetoric and law. He was a highly educated man from a turbulent world; following wars between the Byzantines, Muslims and Persians, he eventually travelled to Rome, where he joined a monastery and embraced the teachings of the Western Church. It was from the peace of his Roman monastery that he was plucked by Pope Vitalian in AD 667, and sent to fill the vacant see of Canterbury.

He had been volunteered for the position by his friend, the North African Hadrian, who was settled in a monastery near Naples. He had been offered the Archbishopric of Canterbury himself twice, but put Theodore forward instead as he felt he was too old to take the post. The Pope sent Theodore on the condition that Hadrian accompanied him, since he had been to Gaul before and knew the journey. Together, these new leaders of the Anglo-Saxon Church made a formidable, worldly, experienced and exotic team. Hadrian was made abbot of the monastery of Saints Peter and Paul in Canterbury, and together with Theodore he developed a school at the monastery, which drew the new and enthusiastic Christian Anglo-Saxon minds of the seventh century.

From the manuscripts connected with the school of Theodore and Hadrian it is possible to glean nuggets of insight into long-dead readers through the annotations and emendations they made as they read. Glosses and commentaries on medieval manuscripts are equivalent to notes in the margins of our own books. They provide a very real connection with the person who was sitting in front of and interacting with that manuscript centuries earlier – what they were thinking as they read, how their mind could make connections and ask questions of the text. When you see a glossed manuscript, you get close to reading over the shoulder of an Anglo-Saxon. In these early manuscripts it’s possible to see the minds of the northern Germanic students struggling to comprehend biblical references by contextualising them. Not only were Theodore and Hadrian themselves exotic, but the world of the Bible and the Middle East that they exposed their first-generation Christian Anglo-Saxons to was full of esoteric and alien terms, ideas and settings. This can be seen throughout the commentaries from their school in Canterbury, where students grappled with unfamiliar concepts, like the ways of determining weights, measures and coinage referenced in the Bible:

‘The last farthing [V.26]: the last thought’. A farthing (quadrans) has two mites. There are twelve mites in one tremiss. In one solidus there are three tremissis. An argeneus and a solidus are the same thing. There are thirty-six mites in one solidus; there are twenty siliquae in one penny.16

The work of Theodore and Hadrian in Canterbury cannot be underestimated. In the churches of the city it is clear to see that the example of Rome was never far from their minds. The major basilical church, which was to become the burial place of Anglo-Saxon monarchs, was dedicated to the two major patron saints of Rome – Peter and Paul.17 The foundations they laid in terms of educating the enthusiastic new converts in many practically expedient areas of Christian scholarship meant that the Anglo-Saxon conversion was founded upon the firmest and most intellectually vigorous bedrock. Bede, writing sixty years later, states that they soon ‘attracted a crowd of students into whose minds they daily poured the streams of wholesome learning’. Bede also states that some of their students who survived to his own day were as fluent in Greek and Latin as in their native language.18

Theodore was responsible for making Wilfrid bishop of the enlarged diocese of Northumbria, which heralded the start of nine years of power and autonomy within the north. Wilfrid lived an ostentatious lifestyle, possibly because of his noble upbringing, and this reinforces for us that modern-day distinctions between the spiritual life and the secular were largely redundant in the Anglo-Saxon period. He spent nine years delegating his episcopal duties, spending more time founding monasteries, building extremely grand churches and improving the liturgy. The region he governed was enormous, and after these years of extravagance Theodore wanted to reduce Wilfrid’s power by carving the bishopric of Northumbria into smaller areas.

Theodore and Wilfrid locked horns over the size of the diocese. The Archbishop took advantage of a conflict with the then king of Northumbria, Ecgfrith, to oust Wilfrid from court and implement his changes. Wilfrid was expelled from York and went to Pope Agatho in Rome, who found in his favour. However, when he returned to Northumbria the king went against the papal decision, imprisoning then exiling Wilfrid – a sign of how difficult a character he was. It would have taken great determination on the part of King Ecgfrith to rule against the Pope, but that was the level of animosity between he and Wilfrid.

In exile in Sussex, Wilfrid converted the pagan inhabitants to Christianity. He achieved great things, working tirelessly in often dangerous and hostile circumstances. He was eventually reconciled with Theodore, who then advised the new King of Northumbria, Aldfrith, to allow him to return to his native kingdom. That he could both court and lose the backing of the most influential individuals in Christendom is a defining feature of Wilfrid. He founded a number of monasteries throughout the Anglo-Saxon kingdoms. This meant he was equivalent to a powerful secular landowner, as the monasteries channelled great wealth and made him an important, influential and rich member of Anglo-Saxon society.

His power could be seen to rival that of the various kings of the English kingdoms, but his came with the additional benefits of being national and international, with the backing of powerful allies in Gaul and Rome. Wilfrid made strong links with the Continent, and modelled his style of monastery upon examples he’d seen throughout Europe. He claimed to have introduced the Benedictine Rule into England, perhaps as a way of showing his allegiance to the Roman Church. He was aware of the stain of heresy the British wore within the Church, right back to the time of Pelagius, and therefore tried to be more Roman than the Romans. But he simply could not get along with the major decision-makers of the Anglo-Saxon kingdoms.

He died in AD 709–10, and soon after he was venerated as a saint. There was a concerted effort made on the part of his supporters to sanctify him. This involved the production of ‘cult objects’ and the commissioning of Stephen of Ripon to write his hagiography. Stephen’s account is highly partisan, focusing in particular on his machinations within Northumbria. It may have been written as a defence of his reputation in this kingdom, where both his power and infamy were at their height. Stephen knew how to craft a hagiographical text, and Wilfrid’s Life puts the saint firmly at the centre as its hero. Individuals who opposed him, like Theodore, deliver heartfelt apologies to the wronged Wilfrid, and punishment comes the way of those who offended him. He performs a number of astonishing miracles, such as raising a boy from death, and his relics continue to perform great feats posthumously.

Stephen casts Wilfrid as an Old Testament prophet. The parallels with figures like Joseph and Moses are apt, since they were similarly cast away and went into exile. The suggestion is that Wilfrid’s controversial behaviour can be excused by the idea that he is a prophetic figure. Like Solomon, at Hexham he dedicated a temple to the Lord, and there are New Testament parallels too. He is like Andrew, his favourite saint, a fisher of souls. It is well-written hagiography, but it distils the character of Wilfrid behind a veneer of tropes and truisms. Wilfrid and his community managed to ensure all the parts of his cult were in place just a few years after his death. Powerful and influential to the end, Wilfrid, it seems, was able to call the shots even from the grave.

Benedict Biscop and Ceolfrith

On his way from Rome to Canterbury, Theodore was accompanied by an Anglo-Saxon nobleman-turned-monk named Biscop Baducing. He was born around AD 629, a time when the majority of Anglo-Saxon rulers were reacting to the arrival of Christianity, and bloody battles were fought by the British king Cadwallon and the pagan ruler Penda of Mercia. A few years older than his friend Wilfrid, Biscop travelled to the Continent with him when he was twenty-five and the younger man just twenty-one years old. Wilfrid stayed in Gaul, but Biscop continued on to Rome, where, like so many young men over the centuries, he was seduced by the art and architecture of the ancient city. Both men were from the Northumbrian royal household, and they embraced the new exotic world that Christianity opened up to them. They were entranced by what they saw on the Continent, and both developed an expensive taste for relics, manuscripts and art. Yet while Wilfrid sought to rise up through the ranks of the Church and have the ears of the most influential people in Anglo-Saxon England, Biscop was more interested in the potential of founding monasteries.

While in Rome and Gaul he visited a number of different types of monasteries, spending two years at the island monastery of Lérins, off the French Riviera. Here, he went from being an enthusiastic Christian convert to taking monastic vows, and it was at this point that he chose the name Benedict, after the author of the famous monastic rule. His time at Lérins allowed him to develop his own ideas as to what sort of monastery he wanted to found in England.19 He had seen the Benedictine Rule in action, alongside the more varied rules in place throughout Gaulish communities. When he returned to England after his second trip to Rome, with Archbishop Theodore as his companion, he was given the chance to implement what he’d learnt as abbot of SS Peter and Paul in Canterbury.

Biscop was extremely fortunate to secure such an important post, particularly at a time when the Church in England was about to be reinvigorated under the guidance of Theodore. He was essentially holding the role of abbot until Hadrian arrived to take up the post, but it was a high-profile position for a Northumbrian monk fresh from his novitiate. Soon after retiring from Canterbury, Biscop was granted land to build a monastery by King Ecgfrith of Northumbria in AD 674. Ecgfrith clearly saw the potential in his northern kingdom of nurturing a homegrown talent who had been trained abroad and had the ear of the new Archbishop of Canterbury. Like Northumbrian saints before him, Biscop had led an active life within the court before founding a monastery. He had served as a warrior thegn under King Oswui, and was popular with the Northumbrian nobility. Yet, while Cuthbert, Hilda and Wilfrid had all been trained in the Celtic tradition, Biscop looked to Rome on all matters.

After appealing to Rome for books, relics, masons and personnel for his new monastery, Biscop was given the added support from Pope Agatho of a papal bill exempting Wearmouth from any external control. This was pure power and autonomy for the monastery, which meant it was the papacy, not the royal house of Northumbria, to which it owed allegiance. Greatly impressed by Biscop and his model monastery, it was only a matter of a few years before, in AD 682, the king granted more land to Biscop to found a second monastery at Jarrow. Despite being seven miles apart, the two monasteries were known as one: Wearmouth–Jarrow. In keeping with Biscop’s devotion to Rome, the churches were dedicated to Peter and Paul respectively. In their very construction they recalled the stone edifices Biscop had encountered on his travels, and stood in sharp contrast with the Columban foundations that had edged across Northumbria throughout the seventh century.

The buildings at Wearmouth were designed from the beginning as startlingly new. Not content with utilising the native architectural styles or materials, Biscop followed Wilfrid’s example and appealed for masons from the Continent. The buildings that resulted were groundbreaking. Not only were they built in stone and plastered so they would have shone on the Anglo-Saxon landscape, but the monks’ dormitory was also stone and benefitted from glazed windows. This might seem like a small development from our modern perspective, but windows would transform medieval life previously. If an individual wanted light inside a building they had the option of opening shutters or doors and letting in the elements, or lighting fires or candles and coping with smoke-filled interiors. Glass windows meant that the harsh wind, rain or snow could be kept outside while precious light could be let in. The monks’ lodgings at Biscop’s monasteries would have been the finest available in the Anglo-Saxon period, and the buildings would have appeared as avant-garde and unfamiliar as the Gherkin in London.20

It was not only the stone buildings and glass windows that would have appeared new to the Northumbrian people. Biscop also brought back from Rome vestments and vessels, relics and a sequence of paintings that he had displayed within the church. These featured images of the Virgin and the Apostles at the east end, figures from the Gospels along the south and visions from St John’s Revelations on the north wall. In accordance with Gregory the Great’s instructions on the value of images for guiding the illiterate towards knowledge, these paintings were apparently included by Biscop because ‘even if ignorant of letters, they might be able to contemplate, in what direction so ever they looked, the ever gracious countenance of Christ and his saints’.21 Biscop understood the power of art, and was an avid patron and collector.

The other great addition to Biscop’s monasteries was a large collection of books. He was a wealthy man, who inherited a great deal of disposable income, and he used this to secure some of the most important books in Rome. It is highly likely that he purchased a set of manuscripts known as the Novem Codices – a complete Vulgate version of the Bible, which was a very rare possession at this time – written by the great biblical scholar Cassiodorus in the sixth century. Cassiodorus’s library at Vivarium was renowned, but was disbanded in the seventh century.

Biscop made a monk named Ceolfrith abbot to Jarrow. The anonymous Life of St Ceolfrith states that he joined a group of Benedictine monks led by Wilfrid, possibly the foundations for the monastery at Ripon.22 He also spent time training under St Botolph, ‘a man of remarkable life and learning’. While the monks and abbots of Northumbria feel three-dimensional and complex because there are sources left documenting their lives in some detail, fewer such records exist of the East Anglian Church. Botolph was clearly an influential early churchman, but he survives in fragmentary references and later legends. The hints at characters like Botolph in Northumbrian records acts as a reminder of the many saints who have been lost to time, with only their names remaining as testament to their importance.

Ceolfrith took with him to Jarrow just twenty monks, and also given into his care was a young boy who had been dedicated to the monastery by his parents at the age of seven, named Bede. Still set above the chancel arch is the dedicatory stone, which records the grant of land from the king and the appointment of Ceolfrith as Abbot of Jarrow in AD 684. He introduced Biscop’s ideals at this new site, and was as much a bibliophile and scholar as the monastery’s founder. Ceolfrith was dedicated to pursuing learning at Jarrow, doubling the size of the monastic libraries and embarking on a huge publishing campaign, the impact of which is still felt today. Every time a copy of the Vulgate Bible is produced for print, it is still based on a manuscript painstakingly produced under Ceolfrith’s guidance. Despite only being decoded in the 1880s, and spending most of its 1,400-year life in an Italian library, the famous Codex Amiatinus was in fact produced in the monastery of Wearmouth–Jarrow, just outside Newcastle, under the guidance of Abbot Ceolfrith.

The Codex Amiatinus

The Codex Amiatinus is an enormous manuscript, made of over 1,000 calf skins. As an early scholar on the text so prosaically put it, the manuscript weighs the same as a Great Dane.23 Each page is poster-sized, and the ability to hold the numerous folios together in a single binding was cutting-edge technology of its time. While it is an illuminated manuscript, boasting three large-scale full-page illustrations, it is very distinct in style from Insular manuscripts like the Lindisfarne Gospels and the Book of Durrow. Instead, the images seem to have been copied faithfully from Late Antique originals, possibly even a frontispiece from the Novem Codices of Cassiodorus that Biscop brought back on his travels. The appearance and sheer intellectual achievement of the Codex Amiatinus – the whole Bible in the Vulgate version – meant that its resting place in the Biblioteca Medicea Laurenziana in Florence went unquestioned. Surely only Italian minds could have produced such a remarkable manuscript: the first complete pandect copy of the Vulgate Bible.

However, an insightful palaeographer named Giovanni Battista de Rossi discovered that the dedicatory page at the front of the manuscript had been tampered with. As the manuscript stands today, it states that the Codex Amiatinus was dedicated by Peter of the Langobards, who were a ruling tribe in Italy in the seventh century. This chimed with the illuminations to secure an Italian origin for this spectacular tome. But de Rossi found an identical inscription recorded in the Anonymous Lives of the Abbots of Wearmouth and Jarrow, and in that version the line that now reads ‘Peter of the Langobards’ read ‘Abbot Ceolfrith’. Within this account there was also a description of the remarkable copies of the Bible that Ceolfrith ordered to be made at his monasteries of Wearmouth–Jarrow, one of which he took as a gift to Rome.
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The Codex Amiatinus is the oldest surviving single-volume copy of the Vulgate Bible in the world. It was made, along with two other copies, at the monastery of Wearmouth–Jarrow, and Bede the Venerable had a hand in correcting and editing the text. The style of the full-page illuminations is distinctly Italianate, with the figures painted naturalistically.
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This is an example of both medieval plagiarism and graffiti. The fifth line down in this dedication page has been erased using a knife, and the name Peter of the Langobards has been inserted. The ink is slightly browner at this point, indicating the change that has taken place.



Suddenly, this most significant of biblical manuscripts was no longer a product of Italy, but instead was produced by first-generation Christian converts at the edges of the known world. While Lindisfarne invested in a Gospel book that reconciled Anglo-Saxon, Irish and Roman imagery, and Wilfrid developed an empurpled manuscript written in gold, Biscop and Ceolfrith’s monasteries produced an astounding piece of scholarship. The funds and investment in learning required to get the greatest minds and scribes of the age together in a scriptorium alongside accurate versions of the Vulgate Bible, not to mention the sheer resources in terms of calf skin, ink and time, all attest to the scale of this project. What is remarkable, however, is that Ceolfrith’s monasteries didn’t produce just one, but three complete Bible manuscripts. The one that survives was taken as a gift to Rome by Ceolfrith, who died on his way there, thus ensuring the manuscript’s stay in Italy. But one copy remained at Wearmouth, while another was kept at Jarrow. In a remarkable twist of fate, fragments of one of the lost manuscripts were later found reused as covers for the correspondence of Sir Francis Willoughby’s clerks in the late sixteenth century.24

Ceolfrith is best remembered for his role in the Codex Amiatinus project and for keeping alive the monastery of Jarrow when it was decimated by plague in AD 686. Just he and Bede, who was fourteen at the time, were able to sing the monastic hours, so preserving them for posterity. From what survives about Ceolfrith it seems that he was a driven and intelligent man, who sought out a particularly orthodox and strict form of monastic life, and relished the opportunities that scribal activity and scholarship could provide. His predecessor, Benedict Biscop, also appears to have been a rounded individual from the written sources of his life that have been preserved. He is easier to grasp than his friend and contemporary Wilfrid. Less of a political game-player, Biscop was interested in creating an intellectual powerhouse at his impressive new monasteries. He was a bibliophile, a seasoned traveller, an art connoisseur and a patron of learning, developing a creative hub that was like the Silicon Valley of its time. In the right place at the right time, and able to make strong interpersonal bonds with those he encountered, Biscop was in many ways the opposite of Wilfrid. His legacy was the twin foundations at Wearmouth–Jarrow, and the brilliant scholar who was given unparalleled resources and opportunities in his remarkable foundations: Bede the Venerable.


Chapter Nine

Bede: Writing History; Writing Sanctity

‘That Son was victory-fast in that great venture, with might and good-speed, when he with many, vast host of souls, came to God’s kingdom, One-Wielder Almighty: bliss to the angels and all the saints – those who in heaven dwelt long in glory – when their Wielder came, Almighty God, where his homeland was.’

The Dream of the Rood.1






Bede literally wrote the history books. As one of the only Anglo-Saxon voices to have remained strong and clear across the millennia, what Bede does or doesn’t say has become canonical. He was recognised as supremely gifted in his own lifetime, particularly in terms of his prodigious literary outpourings. And after his death his popularity continued. Multiple copies of his books were requested across Europe, so much so that his monastery at Wearmouth–Jarrow couldn’t keep up with the demand. He was the bestselling author of his time, and possessed one of the most respected intellects of the Anglo-Saxon period. Although he seems to have avoided direct involvement with the political intrigues of seventh- to eighth-century Northumbria, staying firmly within the walls of his monastery, he would play a more subtle and persuasive role with quill and vellum. Bede was the spin doctor of his time, and through his words he manipulated Anglo-Saxon England.

While he has never been fully canonised, and bears the title ‘Venerable’ more often than ‘Saint’, he has been remembered and treasured the world over. His significance to the English is unparalleled. He wrote the first history of the English people, and every historical text that has followed has based its information about Anglo-Saxon England upon his words. A game player at a turbulent time, he was able to harness the power of words in such a way as adviser to kings and bishops that he affected the period in which he lived. Not only that, he continues to condition how we view the Anglo-Saxon period today. He was someone who understood that history is written by the victors. In fact, by writing so much he became one of history’s greatest victors, able still to alter perceptions and challenge expectations 1,300 years after his living voice was silenced. The best way to get close to Bede is to follow in his footsteps and soak up the atmosphere of the site where he spent his whole life.

The monastery at Jarrow is now reduced to the outlines of stone buildings, rolling down towards the river on the edge of a humble parish church. Walking through fragmentary doorways out from the monastic complex, the approach to the church is overhung with trees, whose leaves dapple light into dancing patterns on the path up to the entrance. The simple exterior of St Paul’s Church belies the fact that it preserves the remains of one of the oldest stone buildings to survive from Anglo-Saxon England. Moving down the nave, under the later Norman tower, you enter a space that still resembles the chancel where Bede and Ceolfrith kept the monastery of Wearmouth–Jarrow alive. The stones of this building have resounded with monastic song for well over a millennium, and the modest pieces of seventh-century glass set high in the walls act as a reminder that this was a place of ancient luxury and pre-eminence, as well as national importance.

A short walk from the Church of St Paul’s, the busy estuary of the Tyne bristles with colossal cargo ships. Colourful haulage cranes punctuate the horizon, and the bonnets of reams of new cars, parked along the riverbank ready for export, glint in the sunlight as you gaze down from the incongruous setting of a reconstructed Anglo-Saxon town within the confines of the ‘Bede’s World’ Museum. Here, archaeologists have created replicas of halls, grubenhaus and even the ‘cuneus’ from Edwin’s palace complex at Yeavering. Alongside farm animals bred to resemble most closely their Anglo-Saxon ancestors, the buildings evoke the atmosphere of eighth-century Northumbria with great clarity. Past and present collide and, standing on a ridge next to a reconstruction of a stone high cross, the busy waterway recalls more recent history like the Jarrow March against unemployment in 1936. A dramatic place in both medieval and modern history, Jarrow remains full of contrasts and ancient echoes.

Bede is eternally etched on this landscape. His significance in terms of documenting the Anglo-Saxon period cannot be overemphasised, and the fact that his voice has resonated throughout this study on saints testifies that he is almost solely responsible for making the Dark Ages feel slightly less dark. Holed up in his glazed, plastered dormitory, or in his well-equipped scriptorium, Bede would have been well aware of the changes taking place around him. As he dipped his feathered quill into a pot of iron gall ink and wrote on animal skins in Latin about a Middle Eastern world hundreds of miles away from his own homeland, the alien nature of his environment and occupation must have been apparent. This may explain why he was so reluctant to leave his monastery; he travelled out only twice to nearby Lindisfarne, and never further afield to powerfully symbolic sites like Rome or Jerusalem. It may also explain the distinctly hostile stance he took towards the pagan past of his people, and the clever ways he engineered future views in his lifetime.

The double monastery of Wearmouth–Jarrow was advanced even in terms of monasteries on the Christian continent. Bede’s own background must have meant this new Roman outpost on the banks of the river Tyne was thrillingly new to him. Born around AD 672, he seems to have come from a wealthy family due to the fact that he was given to a rich monastery by his parents – something that was the preserve of the nobility at this point. His name, which was rare at the time, appears on a king list from Lindsey, also suggesting that he was of noble stock. This would fit with other saintly figures from this period, like the founder of his monastery, Benedict Biscop. Bede’s early life would have involved exposure to the world of the Anglo-Saxon hall, with its poetry, warrior elite and pagan traditions.

Bede had one foot in the pagan past and one in the Christian present. Yet, from the age of seven, he was part of the early vanguard of Christians, brought up with promises of an eternal afterlife, the power of the written word and an idea of an autonomous yet forgiving God. Emotionally and imaginatively, he was not tied to his native people (many of whom still adhered to earlier pre-Christian traditions, ideas and attitudes), but instead linked himself to Continental Europe, and particularly to the Roman papacy.2 His very name seems to be derived from the Old English word for prayer – bed – which may suggest that from his earliest upbringing he was destined for a life of monastic sanctity.

Despite his great contributions to the fledgling Church in England, no major cult grew up around him after his death, and he was apparently content to remain a simple monk throughout the many decades of his life, rather than rise to the heights of abbot or bishop. Yet he was considered, during his lifetime and down to the present day, to have been a most saintly man. What’s more, his contributions to our understanding of Anglo-Saxon England are second to none, and his life provides a compelling lens on the imaginative world of his time – one of the most significant transformations of Britain. The north of England, where he lived and died, changed from a Germanic warrior elite – a population centred on villages with wooden halls, subsistence agriculture, a belief-system rooted in the natural environment and a pantheon of pagan gods – to honouring a new powerhouse, the Church, with stone monasteries implanted on the horizon, a new set of prized objects, including books and relics, and a world view centred on a perfect afterlife achieved through piety and purity. This was spiritual revolution.

Bede: Mouthpiece of the Conversion

The circumstances surrounding Bede and his fellow early Christians’ conversion were complex, involving large-scale changes within the imaginative and physical world of Anglo-Saxon England. Bede has become the eternal mouthpiece for this transitional period. Proclaimed the ‘Father of English History’, he was a cautious and deliberate writer of the history he wanted preserved. He is best known for his famous text, The Ecclesiastical History of the English People.3 The bedrock of most studies of early Anglo-Saxon England, this text also contains almost all we know about the man Bede, in an autobiography. This short account of his life gives a telling insight into how he wished to be remembered for posterity:

I was born in the territory of the said monastery [Wearmouth and Jarrow], and at the age of seven I was, by the care of my relations, given to the most reverend Abbot Benedict, and afterwards to Ceolfrid, to be educated. From that time I have spent the whole of my life within that monastery, devoting all my pains to the study of the Scriptures, and amid the observance of monastic discipline and the daily charge of singing in the Church, it has been ever my delight to learn or teach or write.4

His legacy has resonated through many different fields. To theologians, he was an erudite biblical scholar, Doctor of the Church, and author of the first full-length tracts on the Temple and the Tabernacle. For historians, he was responsible for the seminal text on the Anglo-Saxon period. For cosmologists, his scientific treatise gave rise to our modern dating system. To textual scholars, he had a significant impact on biblical and patristic literature through his influence on manuscripts like the Codex Amiatinus. To archaeologists, he has provided details that have enabled them to locate such important sites as Yeavering. To art historians, his work provides a symbolic and imaginative framework to examine artefacts from the period.

Alongside his autobiographical account, there was also a later story that grew up around Bede and helped reinforce his piety. It recounts how, nearly blind in his old age, he was fooled by some students that he was preaching to a full church. He was in fact talking to an array of stones. He finished his sermon, and to the surprise of those poking fun at the rambling, blind old man, a choir of angels chanted ‘Amen, very venerable Bede’. This account has many obvious inconsistencies, and was surely designed to secure his status as ‘most venerable’. However, it reinforces the idea that Bede and his followers were conscious to control his public image and create a cultural context that fitted with the deeply religious work to which he dedicated himself. His reputation is one of the man with near blindness dedicated to pursuing the spread of the Christian message.

Other texts support the singularly significant role Bede played in firming up the new Church in England. The Anonymous Life of Abbot Ceolfrith describes how, after the plague of AD 686, only Bede and Ceolfrith kept the monastery alive in terms of singing the offices.5 As a result Bede is partly responsible for preserving Wearmouth–Jarrow. His role in its earlier troubles no doubt earned him a special place within the monastery and in the eyes of Ceolfrith. This explains the strong relationship that emerged between the two men, as revealed in a telling emotional account by Bede of the abbot’s departure and death. In accounting for the long break he had taken between writing books three and four of his Commentary of Samuel, he states:

Having completed the third book … I thought that I would rest a while, and, after recovering in that way my delight in study and writing, proceed to take in hand the fourth. But that rest, if sudden anguish of mind can be called rest, has turned out much longer than I had intended owing to the sudden change of circumstances brought about by the departure of my beloved most revered abbot; who, after long devotion to the care of his monastery, suddenly determined to go to Rome, and to breathe his last breath amid the localities sanctified by the bodies of the blessed apostles and martyrs of Christ, thus causing no little consternation to those committed to his charge, the greater because it was unexpected.6

The tone of this extract, and its emphasis on the suddenness of Ceolfrith’s departure, attest to a strong bond between Bede and the abbot, and also provide a uniquely human glimpse into the personal sufferings and emotional frailty of the dedicated scholar.

Yet, despite displaying moments of humanity and vulnerability in his works, Bede’s public image as a stoic, driven, focused scholar has survived the test of time, and he has continued to be perceived as a cornerstone of a strong and self-assured early Anglo-Saxon Church. In a time when the previous generation had been orally literate, but did not widely employ writing, he had the historical foresight to see that his version of the period could become canonical, shaping not just his own time, but how that time would come to be perceived elsewhere in the literate world and in the future.

His texts were so influential that the monastery of Wearmouth–Jarrow was akin to a famous publishing house, creating multiple copies of their bestselling author’s work. He records having written about sixty texts and, remarkably for this period, copies of almost all of them survive, standing as testament to his popularity. He was a master of rhetoric, and seems to have manipulated his material to suit his ends – the glorification of the Church and papacy, and the erasure of heresy and paganism from his nation. He was greatly concerned that the newly emerging eighth-century English Church should not be associated with heretical practices (such as the Pelagian heresy which dogged Britain in the fifth century) or paganism, which Gregory the Great sought to excise.

His work is almost too thorough in removing the saintly Christian figures and Church events from a context that would connect them with non-orthodox or pre-Christian connections – the very world outside his monastery’s doors. Unlike objects like the Franks Casket, which weave past and present belief systems together, Bede was a master of propaganda, who consistently applied a filter on all pagan beliefs and practices throughout his works. At times, however, he let the occasional detail slip through which paints a different picture of both him and the period in which he wrote. This is certainly the case with regards to his story of the poet Caedmon, which he alone records in detail.

In order to set up the miraculous gift that Caedmon receives directly from God, he has to contrast it with the shepherd’s life prior to his revelation. As a result, he gives an account of a pagan Anglo-Saxon hall: its feasting, recitation of heroic poetry and celebration of ‘comitatus’. Furthermore, after condemning the songs of the hall as ‘lying or idle’, he then records (possibly creates) the so-called ‘Caedmon’s Hymn’. This poem – apparently the oldest Old English poem to survive in manuscript form – occurs only in Bede’s Ecclesiastical History. While it is clear that it preserves a poetic tradition and set of techniques stretching back beyond Bede, it is intriguing that it is only he who records it, and it is possible that he adapted an existing poem himself.

Purely the fact that it is recorded in the vernacular suggests that Bede had an understanding and, indeed, an appreciation of pre-Christian poetic traditions.7 In describing his Latin translation of the text he states ‘it is impossible to make a literal translation, no matter how well written, of poetry into another language without losing some of the beauty and dignity’. So, in the account of Caedmon, Bede gives us a glimpse into the world around him; a world where the life of the hall was central, poetry was alliterative and enigmatic, and where the ‘guardian of mankind’ is shifting from heroic war-leader to a plethora of Christian saints, martyrs and godheads.

Bede gives us some of the few remaining insights into pagan Anglo-Saxon religion. Indeed, it is in his work that a clue to the worship of Odinn (Woden in Old English) is given, for he records how a local priest converted to Christianity and turned his back on his temple to Woden, deconsecrating it by casting a spear into its midst. The connection between Woden and spears is clear from other objects like the Finglesham buckle, but this is the only surviving textual evidence of this pagan ritual. Bede has acted as a reticent mouthpiece for this world.

Bede and the Raven

While he gives us these tantalising glimpses, Bede was also, like a true spin doctor, able to do subtle things to influence his readers. This is clear in his treatment of one of the most potent symbols of the pagan Germanic religion – the raven, which was the sacred bird of Woden. This bird seems to have acted as a shorthand reference to Woden in the same way that a crucifix could denote a wearer as Christian. For example, a seventh-century gold and garnet pendant, found in Faversham, shows a triple spiral of ravens and would have been worn round the neck as a pendant. As Paulinus ordered the shooting down of a crow, Bede did something similar in terms of redefining the symbol of the raven. It has had a profound effect on Christian attitudes to this bird, right down to the present day. Indeed, we still tend to think of ravens as birds associated with death and evil, in contrast to their purer Christian siblings, doves. The clues to Bede’s intentions lie in the famous Codex Amiatinus.8
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This gold and garnet pendant would have been strung together with others on a necklace. Fine gold filigree work gives texture to the background, while a triskele of three ravens radiates out from the centre. The eyes of the birds are picked out as cabochon gems, while the rest of the garnets are cloisonné.


Abbot Ceolfrith took this colossal manuscript with him as he departed for Rome from Wearmouth–Jarrow. He intended for it to be a present to the papacy from a devoutly orthodox scriptorium on the edges of the Christian world, and Bede seems to have been employed to ensure this gift was absolutely scrupulous throughout. Bede’s handwriting appears at crucial moments throughout the book, editing parts of the biblical text with the skill of an accomplished theologian and scholar.9 Manuscript additions and excisions can provide tantalising links with the minds of many centuries ago, and in the case of the Codex Amiatinus, Bede’s scribblings were of particular significance. This manuscript has continued to be copied verbatim as the earliest and best Vulgate text up to the present day. This means that his additions have made their way into the canonical text of the Bible. Bede didn’t just write history; he had a hand in rewriting the Bible.

How does this affect the raven? Well, there is one addition of particular significance: a small ‘non’ added into the Genesis account of Noah’s ark. It sounds like a minor point, but it has transformed the way the raven has been perceived by Christians. There were two main versions of the Bible that early Christians used – the Vulgate and the Old Latin.10 One was translated by Jerome from the original Hebrew, while the other relied on Greek translations. They diverge at points, and one such place is in Genesis 8:7:

VULGATE: (Noe … dimisit corvum) qui egrediebatur et revertebatur donec siccarentur aquae super terram.

(Noah … sent forth the raven) who was going out and was returning until the waters over the earth dried up.

OLD LATIN: (Noe … emisit corvum) ut videret utrum cessasset aqua et exiens non est reversus donec siccaret aqua a terra.

(Noah sent out the raven) in order that it might see whether the water had ceased and departing, it did not return until the waters over the earth had dried up.

It is clear that, in the Vulgate version, the raven went back and forth, unlike the Old Latin, where it simply failed to return. What happened with the Codex Amiatinus, however, is very revealing. Despite the fact that it was intended to be the definite Vulgate version of the Bible, Bede has added a small ‘non’ before ‘revertebatur’. It flies in the face of the Vulgate translation, but instead creates a negative action for the raven – he goes away and does not come back.

This little addition could be more loaded than at first appears. By making the raven a bird that did not return to the ark and help Noah, Bede has given it a new symbolic life. To so consciously and cleverly redefine this bird’s role in the Genesis story allowed Bede to cast a dark light on it, and align it with a new, negative set of connections.11 Bede was doing something deliberate to rework the imaginative world of the Anglo-Saxons, and he built on this in his patristic texts, where he casts the raven in ever more dark and dismal ways – it symbolised the heretic, those who betrayed their baptism, and those who would not achieve salvation.

Despite the fact that he was effectively rewriting the Bible to his own ends, Bede was playing a clever marketing game in taking a symbol of central importance to the pre-Christian world of Anglo-Saxon England and realigning its meaning. This casts his work in a different light and gives the impression that he was deliberately seeking to erase the pagan world of his people from the record. With this sort of intellectual religious cleansing in mind, Bede appears a very different character to the one painted by him and his followers. He wanted to be remembered as a saintly scholar, toiling away in a well-established monastery, with his mind and heart focused firmly on the papacy. He appears here, however, as a clever manipulator of the written text for his own religion’s ends.

Bede’s Changing World: the Ruthwell Cross

Bede’s monastery was an oasis on the landscape, built in stone, boasting glazed windows and a thriving scriptorium. But it was that – an oasis. The surrounding environment was a far more complex and evolving place than even Bede’s dense and detailed writings seem to allow. He is largely responsible for creating this oasis, raising the profile of his unusual monastic environment and giving it a greater presence in the historical record than it perhaps enjoyed at the time. That is the power of the written word, and Bede knew it. He could create his own version of reality and pass it down through the centuries. He was a profound wordsmith, manipulator of facts and supreme weaver of new symbolic and imaginative worlds.

There is a particularly enigmatic object that now stands within a church in Dumfries, almost directly parallel with Wearmouth–Jarrow, on the western coast of the country, which highlights the way disparate worlds could be drawn together by eighth-century Northumbrian monks. Despite the fact that the object was made on the other side of the kingdom, the intellectual sophistication it displays recalls the work of Bede and the Wearmouth–Jarrow monks. The Ruthwell Cross is an eighth-century Anglo-Saxon high cross, now reconstructed from fragments discovered around the church site.12 Parts of the original are still missing, including the crossbeam, but it has been carefully reconstructed so that it now stands 5.5 metres high in a sunken section of Ruthwell Church.
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The Ruthwell Cross is, of course, made of stone.13 The medium is directly associated with the Church, given Christ’s statements regarding Peter as his cornerstone and the apostles as pillars. What’s more, the papacy continued the artistic and architectural heritage of the Roman Empire, and as a result continued to build in stone, which in turn created statements of permanence and power on the landscape.

But it is important to note that what we see today in terms of the bare stone is merely the skeleton of the original piece. These crosses would have been plastered and painted, sometimes inlaid with gemstones or glass to add to the luxurious appearance. They were colourful and, some might say, garish objects. Using colour for highlights would, however, have made the imagery on the crosses much clearer to interpret. For example, a scene showing Cain and Abel could be coloured with red paint to emphasise that Cain had struck his brother. The bright colours would also have made them even more noticeable on the landscape, and enhanced their role as educational tools for spreading Christian imagery and narratives to the populace.

The Irish examples of high crosses are much better preserved than their English counterparts, as far fewer were systematically destroyed in the Reformation. Indeed, the ring-headed stone crosses of Ireland are so familiar that it has been traditional to think of them as emerging out of a Celtic context. It seems, however, that the Irish crosses evolved out of the earlier experiments in Anglo-Saxon England following the Synod of Whitby. The ring head that has become so closely tied with Celtic Christianity was an Irish development, designed to stop the cross arms collapsing. Earlier Anglo-Saxon examples were weak at the point where the heavy stone arms met the narrowing crosshead. By adding the ring, Irish sculptors were able to prop up the arms more effectively. So, rather than having great symbolic resonance, the ring head was designed as a technological development, intended to preserve the integrity of the cross head.

The arrival of Christianity within Anglo-Saxon England instigated new kinds of iconographically and stylistically complex art. From its inception, Christianity was founded upon the written word and stories from the Bible – Christ is even described as ‘the Word’ in John’s Gospel. Therefore, the newly converted Anglo-Saxons had to learn many new skills in order to become Christians. They had to learn Latin, the language of the Church; they had to learn to write and produce books; and they had to learn to build in stone. After the Synod of Whitby there was an explosion of artistic creativity, especially in the monasteries of the north, where there was a form of Northumbrian renaissance. One of its most exceptional products is the Ruthwell Cross.

The history of this cross is complex. It has been destroyed and buried – and then pieced back together in the nineteenth century.14 It consciously and cleverly combines the styles and runes of the pre-Christian artistic tradition with biblical inscriptions and figural imagery that were in tune with art being produced on the Christian Continent. The scenes on the Ruthwell Cross are both uniquely Anglo-Saxon and completely orthodox in their adherence to Christian iconography. Like the Franks Casket and Cuthbert’s coffin, it needs to be thought of as a three-dimensional object in the round, with each of the sides interacting with one another.

To understand the cross, it is essential to imagine it within its original setting. The cross was most likely designed to stand at the head of the nave in an Anglo-Saxon church, perhaps in the place where later rood screens stood.15 Were it positioned as such, then the east and west sides would face different audiences. To the west the cross would be visible to the congregation, while to the east the monastic and priestly men conducting the ceremony at the altar would be the intended audience.

The difference in the intended audience becomes clearer by examining the subject matter of the two sides.16 The face that would have been visible to the monks and priest contains two mysterious scenes. The first shows Christ, haloed, standing on two beasts which cross their front paws in adoration beneath his feet. And above this scene is an image of John the Baptist holding and pointing to a lamb. So what is the relevance of these scenes? The image of Christ seems to combine a passage from Psalm 90:13, where Christ treads on the asp and basilisk, lion and dragon, with the Canticle of Habakkuk, where the beasts of the desert bow down to him. This is a unique image within Christian art, but it coincides with the introduction in Rome of the Canticle of Habakkuk as part of the liturgy. The monks that gazed on this image could see it as a memo from the papacy, keeping them up to date with the latest liturgical developments.

And the scene of John the Baptist with the Lamb of God? The Ruthwell Cross is thought to date to the second half of the eighth century, when the papacy introduced the Agnus Dei – Lamb of God – chant to the liturgy, and images of the lamb proliferated throughout Christian Europe. Together, these two scenes indicate that the monks of Ruthwell wanted to remain orthodox in terms of creating Christian imagery that accorded with papal laws and canons. They show that the monks at the edge of the world were in tune with developments taking place at the Christian heart. The fact that these scenes faced the monks indicate that this sense of orthodox Christianity was important to them. Only the literate and educated monks could interpret such esoteric symbolism and understand the Latin inscriptions that run around each panel. At the base is a final image that has great monastic resonance: Paul and Anthony breaking bread. This refers to the account of the two desert fathers coming together for the Eucharist. It was a central premise of monasticism that monks came together to be alone, and this image at the foot of the Ruthwell Cross exemplified this ideal. These were not frequently depicted scenes, and only monks could make sense of them.

On the other face, in contrast, are scenes and inscriptions taken from the Gospels. At the base is an image of the Annunciation, with Mary greeted by the Angel Gabriel, while above Christ heals the blind man and has his feet washed by Mary Magdalene. Below the cross head, Mary and Martha come together. If this face of the cross is imagined as facing towards a lay population of recently converted Anglo-Saxons then their relevance becomes clearer. Rather than complex and esoteric images loaded with theological significance, this face shows scenes that would have been relevant to the people. They are important stories at the heart of the Gospels, and scenes that introduce the fundamental principles of Christianity. Christ performs miracles, forgives a sinner and is shown as being born human through his handmaid Mary.

These scenes humanise Christ and make Christianity relevant to the viewers. They too can benefit from miraculous cures, eternal forgiveness and the love of an empathetic God who took human form. What’s more, while the east face shows scenes of relevance to a monastic audience, the west face features women in all the scenes, and focuses on central human concerns like childbirth. The makers of the Ruthwell Cross were able to conceive of the viewers looking upon their work, and crafted their imagery to carry the most potent messages. This is incredibly sophisticated art, and the visual imagery is accompanied by inscriptions, as text and image weave together.17

Yet there are two more sides to this three-dimensional object, and the artists have not wasted the opportunity to make use of them. Facing south and north, the thin sides of the cross present a very different set of images. Instead of figural scenes separated by inscribed borders, these sides feature interlacing vine scrolls inhabited by birds and beasts who feed on the fruits of the vine. Not only do these sides reveal once again the Anglo-Saxon propensity for featuring animals and birds in their art, but they also show an attempt to understand a basic Christian premise by making use of native motifs. The idea of Christ as the True Vine, who nourishes and protects his followers, has been depicted here, with the vine actually surrounding and feeding the faithful, represented as birds and beasts. Just as the imagery seems drawn from a native context, so the text presents a surprise. Instead of Latin, the inscription that runs up and down both sides is in Old English and presented in runes. In fact, this is the longest-surviving piece of runic text from Anglo-Saxon England.

The runes are an extract from a longer poem, preserved in a later eleventh-century manuscript and known as The Dream of the Rood. This is part of the section included on the cross:

Then the young warrior, Almighty God, mounted the
Cross, in the sight of many.
I held the King, Heaven’s lord, I dared not bow.
They mocked us together. I was wet with blood
Christ was on the Cross.
But there quickly came from afar, many to the Prince.
I was sorely smitten with sorrow
wounded with shafts. Limb-weary they laid him down.
They stood at his head. They looked on him there.18

This is a truly unique version of the Crucifixion, written from the point of view of the Cross and casting Christ not as a victim, but as a hero in the guise of a Germanic warrior. The use of prosopopoeia allows the Cross to speak for itself, and to take on Christ’s suffering so that he is able to die a valiant death. This aspect of the Ruthwell Cross is intimately connected with the literary tradition of the Anglo-Saxon people. By combining this runic poem with interlacing animals, the artists of the Ruthwell Cross are making a powerful statement about the cultural identity of Anglo-Saxon Christians: they are orthodox and accord with the practices and teachings of the papacy; but they are also proud of their heritage, and see a role for their pre-Christian tradition in the service of the new Church. Furthermore, they are aware that they are poised between two worlds – that of their pagan Germanic past, and of the Christian future.

These complex high crosses, full of interlace, geometric panels and runic inscriptions, became regular statements on the landscape of the new Church’s power. Examples like the Bewcastle Cross carry over all these features verbatim, and indicate how much energy the Anglo-Saxons invested in their new art form. While Bede cannot be connected directly with these advertising billboards that the Church was erecting across the landscape, he would have endorsed their efforts in presenting Christian ideas to the populace to guide them away from the ignorance of their pagan ways. He used the written word to bend the minds of the English people towards a new world view, while the high crosses used visual messages in accordance with Gregory the Great’s instructions. But the intentions were the same: to bring an ideological change throughout the English populace, not just to those members of society targeted by the initial missions.

Bede is a central character within the world of Anglo-Saxon saints, and his connections with the other individuals covered by this volume are profound and telling. He shared a death day with St Augustine of Canterbury; he had met Wilfrid and Hilda; he trained under Biscop and Ceolfrith; and his body was taken from Jarrow to lie in the same grave as St Cuthbert in Durham. His works provide essential evidence for all aspects of life in Anglo-Saxon times, and have coloured many interpretations of the period. It remains of vital importance, therefore, to understand him and his motives clearly, for he has become the conduit through which so much of our understanding of Anglo-Saxon England flows. It is thanks to a later Northumbrian saint, however, that his importance was recognised and his legacy preserved. He was supported by Alcuin of York, who distributed his works across the Continent.

Alcuin

In the year that Bede died, AD 735, a new Northumbrian scholar saint entered the stage. Alcuin was probably born near York, where he subsequently received his education. Like Bede, he was dedicated to the church as a young child, and grew up within the family of clergy that served the cathedral. Also like Bede, Gregory’s mission to the English loomed heavy in his thoughts, and he owed his loyalty to the See of St Peter’s in Rome.19 He never lost his connection with his home town, and some touching correspondence with his old brothers of York survives, testifying to the nostalgic affection he held for this place throughout his life. Growing up within a bustling urban environment such as the city of York coloured his perceptions of the role of the Church. To him, Christians had to take the knowledge and guidance from civilised centres of learning out to the people. The heart of the Church lay within cities, not on hostile outcrops of rock or disconnected islands, and widespread urban renewal was a necessary part of spreading its messages.

While growing up in York, Alcuin would have witnessed the great impact that trade had in terms of strengthening and empowering the Church. As the major port along the River Ouse brought greater links with the Continent, it also brought the possibility of enriching the cathedral and monastery. When the church Wilfrid originally built in York burnt down in AD 741, there came an opportunity to rebuild the cathedral in a grand manner. Alcuin helped to design the new building of Hagia Sophia (Holy Wisdom), which he described as having glazed windows and thirty altars. No remains have been found of it, but in its description it sounds extremely lavish. It may have been round like the chapel in Aachen, the consummate architectural achievement of Alcuin’s later patron, Charlemagne, and it’s tempting to see similarities between the two. The site in York may have anticipated later Carolingian innovations, and Alcuin may have been instrumental in this.20

Northumbria had changed in the generation since Bede was writing so that, in Alcuin’s lifetime, it was firmly Christian, and the intrigues of the Church were no longer centred on converting pagans, but rather on the distribution of episcopal power. There had been much controversy over who would hold the bishop’s ‘pallium’ in the north. Lindisfarne had clung onto theirs with zeal. While the tension between the episcopal sees of Lindisfarne, Hexham and York had previously been an enduring problem, Alcuin witnessed the ascension of his home town to archiepiscopal see, rivalled in power only by Canterbury. He wrote a long and rhetorically sophisticated poem about the church, monastery and library at York. It can be read as an advert for the Church in York against the counter-claims of Hexham and Lindisfarne. Cuthbert’s role is played down, and virtually no mention is made of the Irish party. It’s pure rhetoric and a piece of clever propaganda, founded on the work of Bede, and, like Bede, what he leaves out is as interesting as what he emphasises. The idea of ‘Holy Wisdom’ seems to lie at the core of much of Alcuin’s work – he believes learning and teaching can save.

Alcuin witnessed a particularly successful relationship between Church and State that was fostered around York from the AD 730s to the AD 750s. The Archbishop – and Alcuin’s primary supporter – was Ecgberht, whose brother, Eadberht, was the King of Northumbria. Ecgberht had been a pupil of Bede, and under the joint governance of these brothers the region grew in power and reach. The school at York became highly influential, and introduced a form of university education by specialising in the seven liberal arts: grammar, logic, rhetoric, arithmetic, geometry, music and astronomy. This was the education system developed by the Greeks, and creating a monastic school focused on such classical concerns allowed Alcuin to endorse and disseminate the work of Bede, who in his textual scholarship was the most important precursor to the Carolingian Renaissance.21 But he was also anticipating the wider changes that the renaissance would bring in terms of preserving and spreading the wisdom of the classical age.

Alcuin and the Carolingian Renaissance

Although Alcuin was a Northumbrian, raised in and around York, the majority of his working life was spent abroad.22 Like Wilfrid, Biscop and the Anglo-Saxon missionaries Willibrord and Boniface, who had taken Christian missions to the Continent, Alcuin travelled extensively, and made close bonds particularly with the Frankish Church. Alcuin was dedicated to both learning from and influencing the places he travelled to. He was effectively headhunted by the self-styled Holy Roman Emperor, Charlemagne, Ruler of the Carolingian Empire, and became a driving force behind his new approach to Christian learning and the arts.23 As a religious adviser to the Carolingian regime, Alcuin had the unenviable job of balancing the moral ambiguities of Charlemagne’s military career with his investment in scholarship and Christian education. It took a strong personality to forge such a lasting career within one of the most radical courts of its time, and yet Alcuin managed it.

The efforts of the Carolingian court were deliberate and politically motivated. During the seventh century, the previous powerful royal house, the Merovingians, was eroded by war and a sequence of rois fainéants (do-nothing kings) for whom power was exercised by their chief officer, the mayor of the palace. Charlemagne was descended from this line of ‘mayors’, so there is a sense in which his campaign to transform Western Europe may have been based on a desire to stress the legitimacy of his reign and that of his family. Creating a holier-than-holy imperial rule, concerned with crafting the perfect vision of a Christian emperor, was the method Charlemagne and Alcuin employed to whitewash the ruler’s legitimacy.

The greatest asset to the Carolingian family was the support of the papacy. While Charlemagne’s father, Pepin, was ruling the Frankish lands, the then pope, Zachary, decreed that he should be made a ‘true king’, despite the fact he had no legal claim to the throne. In turn, Pepin provided the weakened Vatican state with military support against the Lombards, and secured many major cities for the papacy. This gave the Carolingians legitimacy and a greater cause, since they were presented as holy leaders protecting the Church and spreading the Christian mission. It was in the name of evangelising that Charlemagne conducted one of his most bloody and controversial campaigns in Saxony, in the north-west corner of modern Germany.

Charlemagne was almost continually at war during his long reign, and while his battles against the Moors, Muslims and Lombards were bitter, one particular attack against the pagan Saxons was incredibly brutal. In AD 782 he imposed a law that all Saxons should convert to Christianity on pain of death. In response a campaign was led against him, but Charlemagne retaliated by ordering the death of 4,500 Saxon prisoners. Known as the Massacre of Verden, this was mass genocide, and provides a startling contrast to the guise of sacred Christian ruler that Alcuin and his fellow scholars had to present.

Alcuin was responsible for a good deal of the public façade of the imperial court. In some of his texts he appears to be akin to a modern-day spin doctor, who was supposed to control how the events of Charlemagne’s reign were perceived. His letters reveal that he was often homesick, confused about his goals and concerned by the almost fascistic manner in which the emperor sought to control every aspect of courtly and ecclesiastic creativity.24 Alcuin even reproached Charlemagne over his attempts to force people to convert, stating that belief can only emerge through free will. He had some success, for a few years later Charlemagne abolished the death penalty for paganism.

At Charlemagne’s court in Aachen, Alcuin became central to the intellectual pursuits of the scholars the emperor had drawn together. They worked to preserve ancient texts, making copies of pagan Greek and Roman literature within Christian scriptoriums. We get an insight into Alcuin as a young boy from an account he told to one of his students, Sigwulf. It tells how, when asleep beside a peasant boy, Alcuin had a nightmare that he was reproached for enjoying Vergil more than the Psalms. When he woke up he found that the peasant boy had slept through the Divine Office, and Alcuin had to protect him by singing the Psalms to ward off the devil. This shows that he had a complicated relationship with classical learning. Yet had Alcuin and those around him at Aachen not taken this potentially controversial decision to record the wisdom of non-Christians, most of the classical texts available today would have been lost. We would not have our collections of ancient texts were it not for these brave monastic scholars.

There is no doubt that under Charlemagne’s rule Christian art made radical strides. Carolingian manuscript illumination was decidedly classical in style, with figures represented in a natural manner, and drapery emphasised. For example, the Lorsch Gospels cover was made between AD 778 and AD 820, during the reign of Charlemagne. The cover panels are made of ivory, so very precious, and the imagery recalls Late Antique carvings in the naturalistic way the figures are represented. Those involved in the Carolingian Renaissance were not content simply to copy the texts of antiquity; they looked to the classical tradition for artistic inspiration too. Having amassed territories equivalent to the Western Roman Empire, the Carolingian Court were aware that they needed an artistic tradition to reflect their power. In contrast to the Byzantine Empire, which was gripped by iconoclasm in the late eighth century, the Carolingians defiantly clung to figural art, developing it to include more elaborate and realistically rendered figures for the purposes of creating narrative and devotional works.

The effects of the Carolingian Renaissance were felt close to Alcuin’s home of York, for a number of ‘Apostle shafts’ (high crosses with images of the Apostles up the front and back) appeared around the year AD 800 which bore the hallmarks of the art emerging from the powerful court of Charlemagne, Holy Roman Emperor.25 The Easby Cross, from near Richmond in North Yorkshire, shows the influence of the more naturalistic treatment of human figures and the elaborate drapery commonly found in Carolingian manuscripts. The heads of the Apostles, clustered together to prop up the shaft in a symbolic rendering of their role as pillars of the Church, display variety, and each has delicately carved hair and facial features. A similar cross shaft from nearby Otley, West Yorkshire, also shows the Apostles framed within architectural arches. The Anglo-Saxons were keen to maintain their native style too, however, as down the narrow shafts and along the back, animal interlace, knotwork and geometric designs balance the figurative images.

Alcuin stands as testament to the multicultural and international reach of the Christian Church in the early medieval period. It is tempting to think of this time like the Victorians did, as nasty, brutish and short, where people lived and died within a few miles of their shabby huts. But there are numerous exceptions to this picture. One who seems to embody the more modern notion of international business and travel is Alcuin. The Church was a binding force across continents, and the bureaucracy of supporting such an omnipresent institution meant that churchmen would travel vast distances. It is important to think of Alcuin in context. While cosmopolitan and worldly, he was born and raised in Anglo-Saxon England. The view of Christianity he had developed growing up in York left an imprint on him – that their faith had papal support and had developed strictly along orthodox lines. Charlemagne sought to propel both Church and State forward together into the ninth century, and with Alcuin’s support he was able to achieve incredible success. A remarkable achievement for an Anglo-Saxon saint.

[image: images]
The cross shaft at Otley, Yorkshire, is now in fragments, but it would have had busts of the apostles stretching up the sides. Each apostle is shown within an architectural frame, and they are given naturalistic details like finely carved hair and individual features.


However, the many successes of the late eighth and early ninth century in terms of developing the Church and its representatives received a damaging blow in AD 793. The event is recorded by Alcuin in a letter he sent to Aethelred, King of Northumbria:

We and our fathers have now lived in this fair land for nearly 350 years, and never before has such an atrocity been seen in Britain as we have now suffered at the hands of a pagan people … The Church of St Cuthbert is spattered with the blood of the priests of God, stripped of all its furnishings, exposed to the plunderings of pagans – a place more sacred than any in Britain.26

Vikings attacked the monastery at Lindisfarne, seizing treasure and massacring many monks. A haunting survival from the time shows Viking raiders, carved in stone, wielding axes and swords. This event marked the start of the Viking Age, and many more attacks on Anglo-Saxon monasteries were to follow. Times were changing, and the saints that had developed over the previous 200 years were no longer safe within their enriched monasteries to be preoccupied with Christian learning and prop up the royal households. The next wave of saints was very different, and their attempts to hold back the flood of pagans from across the North Sea are somewhat ironic, since this was the very direction from which the earlier Angles, Saxons and Jutes had travelled just 350 years earlier. It would take a new kind of saint, a royal saint, to stem this flood.


Chapter Ten

Alfred: Rise and Fall of the Royal Saints

‘Never before has such terror appeared in Britain as we have now suffered from a pagan race … The heathens poured out the blood of saints around the altar, and trampled on the bodies of saints in the temple of God, like dung in the streets.’

Alcuin’s ‘Letter to Higbald’.1






The Great Heathen Army, as the Anglo-Saxons so explicitly named it, would have succeeded in bringing about a complete conquest of Britain in the late ninth century had it not been for the efforts of one man. A saintly king if ever there was one, Alfred the Great almost single-handedly changed the fortunes of the Anglo-Saxons, halting the Viking incursions south and rebuilding a fragile Church and State. He was an intelligent, determined and insightful ruler, who understood that national identity had to be forged through art, literature and religion, as much as through battles. A successful military leader and a patron of the Church, Alfred, like Constantine and Gregory before him, truly deserves the title ‘Great’.

Nevertheless, Alfred halted, rather than ended, the progress of the Scandinavian troops. Over half of the country remained governed by pagan settlers from across the seas during his reign. The decline of Anglo-Saxon saints had begun, and now the complexion of sanctity was changing. From the ninth to the eleventh century, saintliness was becoming the concern of royalty, and the divide between secular and spiritual worlds was increasingly blurred. The idea that a king could now be both a divine ruler during his life and a sacred intercessor after his death strengthened their positions and imbued them with great power. It was a process that royalty actively encouraged, and Alfred himself promoted the cult of royal saints by elevating his rival Edmund, the King of East Anglia from AD 855 to AD 869, to the sainthood. Known as Edmund the Martyr, he was a rallying point for a nation threatened by conquest. Yet now the greatest testament to this largely forgotten English saint remains the town named after him: Bury St Edmunds.

Surrounded on both sides by the East Anglian Heights, Bury St Edmunds lies nestled in an area of lower ground. The modern town is extremely picturesque, with the remains of the extravagant gatehouse and the now-ruined monastic complex framing the large market square. The ivy-clad Georgian grandeur of the Angel hotel, which Charles Dickens described in The Pickwick Papers, overlooks a Norman tower, the remains of a medieval hospital and an array of boutique shops and quaint cafes. Passing through the magnificent gates, the sorry remains of the once-great monastery act as a reminder of the destruction wrought by Thomas Cromwell’s Visitors during the Dissolution. Very little remains of the monastery’s medieval grandeur, and less still of the Anglo-Saxon cult centre that predated it. Yet echoes of the past resonate everywhere, and Bury St Edmunds wears its former glories like a faded veil.

The reason this town gained such wealth, power and influence during the medieval period was largely down to the man after whom the town is named. Edmund’s tomb is long since destroyed and his memory largely lost to the sands of time, so only his name remains significant. Despite the wealth of native saints like Cuthbert, Wilfrid and Hilda, the patron saint of England for some centuries was none of these well-known and documented individuals. Instead, Edmund, this barely recorded East Anglian king, was chosen. Almost nothing is known about him, and his hagiographies, written some time after his death, take almost every detail from the lives of other saints like Sebastian, Mary of Egypt and Denis.2 What little we do know of his life comes from the writings of Dunstan, Abbot of Glastonbury, the tenth-century saint. It is significant that Dunstan chose to record his cult, as he was bound up with promoting the work of a later Anglo-Saxon king, Edgar. Yet, despite very little evidence for the saint himself, two things seem to have secured his legacy as one of the premier saints of England: the fact that he was a king and a martyr.

Edmund lived through a particularly violent and turbulent time. He had to defend his kingdom of East Anglia against Vikings that were attacking along the coast and increasingly moving inland to engage the Anglo-Saxons in battle. What had started out as fortuitous raiding missions on poorly defended yet wealthy sites like Lindisfarne had escalated through the ninth century into a more coordinated assault, with Viking armies set on seizing land and influence in England. The Great Heathen Army was led by the Danish king Ragnar Lodbrok, and made up of warriors from across Scandinavia. Their intention was no longer to raid and depart, but to conquer and settle.

In East Anglia they destroyed virtually all the major church and monastic sites. Monks, manuscripts and material wealth were eradicated in their path.3 The exact circumstances of Edmund’s death are unclear, but later legends report that he was captured in battle, beaten, tied to a tree then shot through with arrows. He was finally beheaded. Images of the martyred king pierced with arrow shafts recall those of St Sebastian, one of the most popular saints of the medieval period. Edmund was martyred not at the hands of pagan Romans (like Alban and Sebastian), but at the hands of pagan Vikings. The Vikings may have brought chaos, destruction and bloodshed, but to the Christian Anglo-Saxons’ pious minds they also brought the opportunity of eternal communion with the saints through martyrdom. The chance of dying a martyr’s death was born again.

Edmund, Alfred and the Viking Threat

Alfred, King of Wessex, had been an opponent of Edmund and his royal house of East Anglia. Tribal identities ran deep in England, and the kings of East Anglia and Wessex were fiercely protective of their own lands and rights. However, they were bound together in their animosity towards the Danes. Alongside the other Anglo-Saxon rulers, of Mercia and Northumbria, Alfred and Edmund were desperate to keep the Vikings from conquering their lands.

After Edmund’s death, Alfred had his rival king declared a saint. The motivations for declaring him a royal saint were manifold. Firstly, this would set a precedent for canonising kings, particularly those who had fought against the Danes like Alfred himself. Secondly, Alfred was attempting to unify the Anglo-Saxon kingdoms under his leadership. Bringing a member of the royal house of East Anglia into his protection would serve to unite the people of that region behind him. Thirdly, Alfred could control the way in which Edmund’s cult developed. He could pump investment into the town now known as Bury St Edmunds, and benefit from the monastic establishment and stream of pilgrims that would then be drawn to the site. In many ways, it was sensible town development and heritage management.

Alfred was canny to promote a cult to Edmund at Bury, given its strategic location. The town was on the edge of the area established by the Danelaw (the region of Danish-conquered lands running roughly from London to Chester), and placing a thriving cult centre at this position would give him a Christian stronghold on the border of his kingdom. The cult of St Edmund would go on to gain great exposure among the Danish settlers north of Alfred’s borders. By the tenth century Edmund was celebrated by the very people who had killed him. They made a commemorative coin with the words ‘O St Edmund the king!’ inscribed on it.4 This is remarkable. The Viking hoard discovered at Cuerdale included 1,800 examples of these St Edmund pennies, indicating that they were in wide circulation. His reputation is bound up with the town of Bury, whose coat of arms is a pair of crossed arrows with a crown, in honour of his martyrdom.

His cult continued to fascinate kings and rulers on both sides of the Danelaw. Churches dedicated to him are found throughout the north of England, and as far afield as Iceland. English kings continued to visit the shrine and bequeath tracts of lands to the abbey in memory of this royal saintly martyr. This enabled Bury St Edmunds to become one of the wealthiest institutions in the country. At the time of the Dissolution, the monastery was a morally corrupt and vastly wealthy organisation. Edmund was possibly the last independent East Anglian king, so he became a focal point for latent resentment towards their loss of autonomy, and a rallying point for the kingdom.

This could be extended, however, to provide a tangible link between Anglo-Saxons and Danes. On both sides of the virtual border defining the Danelaw, the idea of a divine sacrificial king was resonant. This was something the Vikings could relate to, since the heroic death of a king in battle resonated with their pagan Germanic beliefs in bravery and honour. The fact that Edmund’s relics were also connected with fertility and the protection of his kingdom fuelled these pre-Christian associations even more.

Attempts have been made to reinstate Edmund as the patron saint of England. Sadly, the place of his burial is almost invisible now and his body long gone, yet his reputation as the primary English martyr king lives on.

Alfred the Great

Alfred is still considered a saint by some Catholics, but he was never canonised. Indeed, the efforts of Henry VI to have him recognised as an Anglo-Saxon saint-king were unsuccessful, although he did receive the more secular epithet reserved for only the most exceptional leaders: ‘the Great’. This means that he is celebrated by the Anglican Church as a ‘Christian hero’, alongside the formidable characters of Constantine (the first Christian emperor) and Charlemagne (the first Holy Roman Emperor).

Alfred was primarily a ruler and a military leader, yet he was also a patron of the Church and a deeply pious man who understood the importance of sacred art and literature.5 He epitomises a development that was taking place more broadly across England from the ninth through to the eleventh centuries. Kings, queens and members of the royal family had been declared saints in the earlier centuries, but moving through the Viking incursions towards the Norman Conquest this process of canonising royalty gathered momentum. Alfred has to make an appearance within this book since it is largely down to him that any distinct kingdom of the Anglo-Saxons survived at all beyond the ninth century. Furthermore, his approach to Christian learning and education had a profound effect on future generations of scholars and monks, particularly in terms of providing access to sacred material in the vernacular; in Old English rather than Latin.

Like Constantine, Charlemagne and a number of the saints covered in this volume, Alfred had an official version of his life written. His biographer, Asser, was hand-picked to ensure that his account would be written in the correct hagiographical style, and would emphasise only those points that would present Alfred in a favourable light. Looking to Charlemagne, who predated him by some fifty years, it’s easy to see how these texts can clean up a ruler’s image. Charlemagne’s biographer, Einheard, was so verbose in his praise of his Holy Roman Emperor that even horrific events are presented through a rose-tinted lens. From the example of Charlemagne, the celebrated military and Christian ruler before him, Alfred realised that a good biographer was essential to kings, bishops and saints alike.6

The most famous story attached to Alfred the Great, however, was not recorded by Asser, and was concerned with burning loaves. It was recorded in a piece of hagiography, the Life of St Neot, written by an anonymous monk over a century after Alfred’s death, and describes a scene that almost certainly never happened.7 According to the monk, Alfred was wandering dejectedly through the Somerset Levels, having been pushed back by Viking assaults to the Isle of Athelney with just a handful of loyal Anglo-Saxon followers. The story goes that Alfred was taken in by a swineherd and his wife, and asked to watch that the bread baking in the oven didn’t burn. Consumed with contemplating how to defeat the Viking armies, he let them burn and then humbly took the rebukes of the angry wife.

This is almost entirely rhetoric and fancy – a sign of Alfred’s humility as king, in that he was happy to take insults from one of his lowliest subjects. But it also acts as a metaphor for what was happening within his kingdom. Wessex, along with all the other Anglo-Saxon kingdoms, had been raided, attacked and overrun on Alfred’s watch. He needed to look within himself and find the fiery resolve to defeat the Vikings. What it shows us is that this anonymous monk, writing long after the life of the subject he describes, was a creative individual, penning not historical fact, but entertaining fiction.8

Yet enough additional material survives from Alfred’s reign to allow greater insight into him and his time. The objects that have made their way down the historical record may similarly distort our view of him, since only those that support his image as a pious and reforming saviour of England have remained in the public domain. For example, the coins struck to commemorate his successful reconquest of London around AD 886 were sophisticated propaganda, with Alfred depicted as an emperor, and trace letters used to create the word ‘London’.9

Yet later archaeological finds do seem to bear out aspects of the more fantastical legends surrounding him. His peace treaty with Guthrum, drawn up after his decisive victory against the Viking forces at the Battle of Edington in AD 878, indicates that he was reluctant to engage continually in armed combat with the Vikings, opting instead for legislative agreements modelled on Continental examples and rooted in Christian terminology. Guthrum was forced to convert to Christianity and take Alfred as his godfather – a hugely symbolic role in early conversions.

Then there are the finds associated with Alfred’s building of burhs (fortified defences) to strengthen the position of the Anglo-Saxons against Viking attacks. The effort and cost required to bring about the sort of national town development that archaeology bears witness to over the few decades of Alfred’s reign is astonishing, particularly given that the king was also having to fund a standing army and an almost unbroken series of expensive battles. He introduced taxes to pay for the armies and development of burhs. Hyperbole and legend aside, Alfred must have been a formidable person. He was capable as a military leader, able to defeat the Vikings at what was their forte – pitched battle. He was also historically minded, with a sense of the importance of legacy. Furthermore, he was educated and literate, writing some of the only pieces of text to be penned by an English king before the fifteenth century.

Alfred had a two-pronged approach to saving his kingdom of Wessex. On the one hand he had to deal with the immediate threat: the Viking attacks. In response to this he piled money and personnel into building fortified burhs and developing the army so that the Anglo-Saxons could beat the Vikings at their own game. But, in Alfred’s eyes, the Viking attacks were a just punishment sent to the Anglo-Saxons because they had been sinfully letting their Christian morality and learning slide away. So once he’d dealt with the result, he turned his attentions to the cause. He invested half his annual revenue in projects that would be ‘pleasing to God’.10

Alfred wanted to invest in education, for he realised that both the Church and State needed young people who could read Latin and knew essential texts. He himself was well educated as a boy, in both Latin and the vernacular. His biographer, Asser, records how he won a collection of Old English poetry from his mother for being able to remember and recite a set of poems. We get the fullest insight into his plans for reforming the education system of Anglo-Saxon England from a remarkable survival: his own preface to a translation of Gregory the Great’s ‘Pastoral Care’. The first point of significance with this text is that it is a translation from Latin into Old English. Alfred stands at the fore of a long line of Anglo-Saxons who saw the expediency of providing vernacular translations of essential texts.

There are Old English glosses in a number of biblical manuscripts, including the Lindisfarne Gospels. While it would take until the Great Bible of Henry VIII of 1535 for a translation of the Bible into English to be recognised by the Church, the Anglo-Saxons had long felt it expedient to gloss or translate biblical texts into the vernacular to aid scriptural learning. They were avant-garde in their approach to using the native spoken tongue of their people to communicate spiritual matters, with one Anglo-Saxon scholar, Aelfric of Evesham, crafting his sermons and theological works in Old English. Alfred shared this approach.

He instigated a programme of translating those books which were ‘most needful to know’ (niedbeðearfosta), stating that the process of translating sacred texts into the vernacular was something frequently done by Christians:

When I considered all this, I remembered also how I saw, before it had all been ravaged and burned, how the churches throughout the whole of England stood filled with treasures and books; and there were also a great multitude of God’s servants, but they had very little benefit from those books, for they could not understand anything of them, because they were not written in their own language … Therefore it seems better to me, if you think so, for us also to translate some books which are most needful for all men to know into that language which we all can understand.

Alfred’s Preface to his translation of Gregory the Great’s ‘Pastoral Care’.11

The Bible itself was translated from Hebrew into Greek, and then into Latin, and Alfred cites this almost as a defence for why he will be translating works into Old English – a spoken tongue, not the formal language of the Church. His preface also gives fascinating glimpses into the state of the English nation by his reign. He describes the frequent Danish raids in terms of how they affected both Christian learning and the very buildings that had for centuries fostered and educated Christians. This world feels tangible in the light of manuscripts like the Codex Amiatinus and Lindisfarne Gospels, or the remains of Wilfrid’s crypts at Hexham and Ripon. It acts as a reminder as to why so little has survived, and that what little does remain indicates a much fuller and richer tapestry of lost art and architecture.

Alfred tries to right the neglect of both the learning of the Church and its artistic legacy. It seems to have had wide-reaching implications, for one part of this campaign has left a surprisingly clear presence in the archaeological and codicological record. Not only does Alfred’s translation of Gregory’s ‘Pastoral Care’ survive in a later copy, but in it he describes the manufacturing of a specific object that was to travel with his translations: an aestel.

The text records that these aestels were worth ‘fifty mancuses’, which meant they were very valuable (about the equivalent of a month’s wages for a skilled craftsman), and that ‘no man take the aestel from the book, or the book from the minster’.12 The nature of these aestels has been widely discussed, but a treasure in the Ashmolean Museum, Oxford, now housed just a few hundred yards from the surviving text of Alfred’s translation in the Bodleian Library, may hold the clue. It is known as the Alfred Jewel, and appears to be some sort of handle. It may be similar to the ‘yad’ used by Jewish readers of the Torah to prevent them from touching the vellum and it being rendered ritually impure. It seems most likely to be a pointer, designed to make following the sacred text clearer and easier.

Around the edge of the Alfred Jewel, picked out in gold letters, are the words in Old English Aelfred mec heht gewyrcan, ‘Alfred ordered me to be made’. In the centre a regal figure, picked out in enamel and holding foliate sceptres, stares out at the viewer. The body of the Jewel is made of rock crystal, which was prized for its beauty, clarity and symbolism. Glass produced during the early medieval period was rarely completely clear or free from blemishes, so rock crystal was the alternative for providing a transparent surface. What’s more, it was incredibly hard to work on, requiring great skill to apply corrosives to the surface, as it was too tough to carve. Like porphyry, which was preserved for use in imperial burials during the Roman Empire, the difficultly of working the material was part of its value.
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The Alfred Jewel is one of the treasures of the Ashmolean Museum in Oxford. Gold fittings enclose a teardrop-shaped piece of rock crystal placed above cloisonné enamel. The figure within stares out at the viewer, holding two foliate fronds. The socket of the jewel is decorated with filigree and depicts the head of a boar.



The figure at the centre of the Alfred Jewel could be seen to represent sight, one of the five senses. Yet, separated from the other four senses, it carries further layers of symbolism. Here it suggests not just vision, but insight – the form of Holy Wisdom that was celebrated by Alcuin and prized as a great Christian virtue.13 That this aestel was designed to be distributed along with Alfred’s translations of those texts ‘most needful to know’ suggests that the two objects together were intended to impart such wisdom.

The success of Alfred’s education campaign is attested to through the survival of six other aestels, discovered throughout England. The use of rock crystal in the Warminster Jewel, and the similarities in style between the Minster Lovell and Alfred Jewel, indicate that the king’s programme was rolled out across the nation in an organised and effective manner. As a result, Alfred became significant not just for his successful military campaigns against the Vikings and his extensive building campaigns, but also for the support he gave to the floundering Anglo-Saxon Church. Without this king and the foresight he displayed in terms of planning for the future well-being of the Church, the next few centuries of Anglo-Saxon history would have turned out very differently.

Anglo-Saxon Royal Saints

In Bede’s time, Anglo-Saxon England was already remarkable for the number of royal saints it venerated. These were not necessarily formalised by the papacy, as the process of canonisation had yet to be firmly established, but instead were revered within local communities and by the regional church.14 Research on the role of saint-kings elsewhere in Europe suggests that when political power and the position of the royal family were weak, the Church could support the Crown by creating a saint-king.15 Alfred’s reign was characterised by great change and many military successes. However, his position was always tentative, and could at any point have been overturned by either Viking incursions or internal strife.
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The Fuller Brooch was made in the late ninth century. It depicts the five senses, with the states of creation (man, animals, flora, elements) in the edges. Neillo has been added to the silver to give definition to the decoration. It was a large brooch full of esoteric imagery that would have been easily interpreted by educated Christians during the reign of Alfred the Great.


The increasing encroachment of the Viking world into Anglo-Saxon England would come to define the tenth and eleventh centuries. The changes that were taking place on a social and political level were also represented in artistic developments, as tastes on either side of the Danelaw absorbed and assimilated one another. For example, the remarkable Fuller Brooch takes the imagery of sight from the Alfred Jewel and surrounds it with the other senses. The personification of taste has his hand in his mouth, smell has an arrow moving towards his nose, touch strokes his own hand and hearing raises a hand to his ear. In its style, scale and decoration, the Fuller Brooch resembles Viking brooches, and the fact that objects like it begin to appear south of the Danelaw suggests that there was a cultural symbiosis between the apparently distinct groups of Anglo-Saxons and Danes.16

The importance of Anglo-Saxon royal saints, standing firm in the face of pagan Viking incursions, would continue to be emphasised after Alfred. Indeed, many of his ancestors drew upon his example and continued to fund Church projects, art and literature. His son and successor, Edward the Elder (c. AD 874–924), continued his father’s military campaigns, managing to take back East Anglia, the East Midlands and Mercia. These were great achievements, since just a few decades earlier the Danish conquests had absorbed nearly all of England. He carried over the title styled by his father, ‘King of the Anglo-Saxons’, and continued to define himself, his court and his people as distinct and different from those settled across the northern stretches of the country.

Edward and his siblings had been educated at the court school that Alfred had fashioned after Charlemagne’s example. Here, he had drawn together great Christian minds from across the British Isles and Europe, in order to educate his children so they could become wise Christian rulers. Alfred clearly knew what he was doing, because his son Edward had great success. By the end of his reign he had been acknowledged as ‘father and lord’ by the Danes, Welsh and Scots. What’s more, his building programme at Winchester, which culminated in the royal cult centre of the New Minster, shows he continued to invest in both the Church and the saints. He had his father buried in the Minster, making it an important pilgrimage site and the heart of the newly empowered Kingdom of Wessex. Positioning his father’s burial within this complex indicates that it was intended as a cult centre for royal saints.

King Edgar and Saint Edith

Alfred’s successors continued to invest in the Church, but it was his great-grandson Edgar (AD 943–975) who was to exploit the cult of royal saints most successfully.17 He wore his family connections with honour and was a formidable Anglo-Saxon king, insomuch as he addressed the major problems affecting his court, Church and people. Like his predecessors, Edgar was singularly skilled in utilising the Church to his own ends. Learning from the example of his relatives, Edgar also engineered his reputation through manuscripts and art.

The image of Edgar that survives from the frontispiece of the New Minster Charter provides a revealing insight into how the man was perceived, and how he wished to manage his image as king. He is shown beneath a mandorla of Christ, raising up that very book, the Charter, and surrounded by angels, Mary and St Peter.18 Yet the image is revealing in terms of how Edgar saw his position of king. Mary and Peter are smaller than him in the composition. Furthermore, through creating links between the hands of the king, the wings of the angels and the mandorla around Christ, the artists of this manuscript have made the visual suggestion that Edgar is God’s rightful representative on earth. It is powerful propaganda, and would continue to inspire rulers like Cnut, who saw in this image the potential to craft the divine right of kings to rule.

Edgar found more ingenious ways to raise his status, coordinating a spectacular coronation ceremony, during which six kings of Britain, the King of Scotland and the King of Strathclyde paid their allegiance to him. This still forms the basis of the modern coronation service, and Edgar also introduced the tradition of the king being crowned alongside his queen. He was a difficult ruler, subject to human failings, particularly with regards to women. In AD 963 he killed a love rival, and in an act of passion he carried off Wilfrida, a nun from Wilton Abbey, and forced her to become his mistress. He was made to do penance for this indiscretion for seven years by not wearing his crown and fasting twice a week. It is telling that, after a year, Wilfrida escaped from him and went back to Wilton Abbey when she had the opportunity. The result of this illicit affair between king and nun was a young daughter, Edith, and she acts as a useful lens through which to focus on the rise of royal saints during the tenth century.19
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This image forms the frontispiece of the New Minster Charter, created during King Edgar’s reign and endowing the monastic complex at Winchester with land and power. The illumination is elaborate, with foliate margins that are characteristic of the Winchester School. King Edgar occupies the central place, and is larger in scale than Christ, Mary or John.



Alongside creating potent propaganda and crafting state drama like the coronation, Edgar also found an ingenious way to connect himself and his royal family to God: his relatives would be elevated to saints. This was most clear through the royal women, who over the generations had secured ties between noble families and sponsored saints’ cults.20 When Wilfrida returned to Wilton as abbess, she had her daughter educated within the abbey and brought up as a nun. Edgar continued to support his ex-mistress and daughter through continual and large land grants to Wilton Abbey, which empowered it. The location of Wilton was important, due to its proximity to Salisbury in the heart of Wessex. It became a strategic place, close to a royal palace, and a powerful home to the Wessex royal family. The elevation of Edith from illegitimate princess to saint was of primary importance in securing the future prosperity of this royally endowed abbey.

Edith’s mother seems to have engineered the cult of her daughter early on, no doubt supported in her efforts by King Edgar, who would have realised the significance of having his daughter declared a saint. The reasons for her sanctity remain vague. She was renowned for being beautiful and learned,21 and she was rebuked for wearing fine golden gowns during her lifetime, so was hardly a humble nun; few significant miracles were recorded either during her life or after her death. Her cult seems to have been cleverly engineered, and the styling of this saint was not lost on contemporaries of the time. For example, William of Malmesbury records how Cnut was unconvinced of the legitimacy of her sanctity:

[Cnut] was at Wilton one Pentecost, when, with his customary bloody-mindedness, he burst into a frightful peal of laughter against the virgin herself [St Edith]: he would never believe that the daughter of King Edgar was a saint, seeing that the king had surrendered himself to his vices and was a complete slave to his lusts, while he ruled his subjects more like a tyrant.22

Athelwold, Dunstan and Oswald

Edgar found a further way to bolster his reign. He surrounded himself with powerful, loyal and radical churchmen. The three main supporters of the king were Athelwold, Bishop of Winchester from AD 963 to AD 984, Dunstan, Archbishop of Canterbury from AD 960 to AD 978, and Oswald, Archbishop of York from AD 972 to AD 992. These three commanded the major roles within the English Church and were able to prop up Edgar’s reign. He, in turn, supported them with the extensive monastic reform they rolled out across the country. Church and State scratched one another’s backs, and all three of these supporters of Edgar were also declared saints upon their deaths.

The character of Athelwold is one of the most impressive and influential of the later Anglo-Saxon period.23 He was born to noble parents in Winchester around AD 904; a time when the monasteries of England were at their lowest ebb following the Viking attacks of the previous century. His early adulthood was spent serving in the court of King Athelstan, and he developed a firm appreciation for the workings of state government. The king, however, perceived that Athelwold would be of greater use within the Church, and encouraged him to become a priest. After training in Winchester, he moved to Glastonbury where he studied grammar, rhetoric and patristics under the abbot, Dunstan.

It has been traditional to see Dunstan as the primary force behind the changes that took place within the tenth-century Anglo-Saxon Church, although his role is constantly balanced by that of the more forthright and power-hungry Athelwold.24 An image, possibly even a self-portrait, of Dunstan survives in a class book he developed for his students at Glastonbury. Here, Dunstan is depicted prostrate at the feet of Christ. He is humbled and wears a monastic gown, but the fact that he is included at all is a telling sign that he wished his legacy, and his image, to be remembered.

The monastery of Glastonbury, under his careful guidance, was a shining example of how successful such establishments could be if governed effectively. Indeed, later legends associated with Glastonbury, such the stories of Avalon, Arthur and the Holy Grail, may have been instigated by Dunstan himself in an attempt to imbue his monastery with antiquity and significance.25 Under Dunstan’s leadership, Glastonbury was propelled to first rank among England’s great abbeys.

Athelwold’s time at Glastonbury was formative, not only in providing him with the skills he would later employ to propel the Anglo-Saxon Church forward, but also because of the relationship he would come to develop with Dunstan. These two men, together with Oswald of Worcester, would bring about a radical resurgence in the fortunes of the Anglo-Saxon Church, and return it to some of the glories it had experienced in the seventh century. They would achieve this, largely, by tying themselves to the monastic reforms that were sweeping across Europe at the time and introducing the Benedictine Rule, sometimes with force, throughout English religious sites.

Athelwold had wanted to travel to the Continent to see the effects of the Benedictine Reform that was gathering momentum throughout European monasteries.26 But his family and the king had other plans for him. Instead, on his mother’s suggestion, he was given the run-down and empty monastic lands at Abingdon as a project.27 He was granted licence to flatten what was previously there and create a brand new Benedictine monastery for the tenth century. It was a ground-up project, staffed by monks who were already exposed to the ideas of Dunstan and Athelwold through their time at Glastonbury. Athelwold was the sole translator of the Rule into Old English, an act that meant he could introduce it to monasteries even quicker and more effectively. Novices, who may have struggled with the Latin text, were left in no doubt of what they had to do with the text translated into the vernacular. This translation of essential texts into Old English continued the tradition established by King Alfred of giving people religious texts in their own language.

As Abbot of Abingdon, Athelwold became a hugely influential churchman. The young Prince Edgar was educated there, so he was teacher to the king. He also educated two of the later Anglo-Saxon period’s greatest writers, Aelfric and Wulfstan. We can access the man through some of the texts he had a hand in. For example, he and Dunstan both displayed an interest in the work of Aldhelm, a sixth- to seventh-century Anglo-Saxon writer, whose texts had great impact throughout the period. Athelwold’s hand has glossed a manuscript of his De Virginitate, a text that extols the merits of virginity and commemorates a great number of male and female saints.28

The two surviving lives of Athelwold were written by two of his students, Alcuin and Wulfstan. This indicates the power of institutions in terms of their ability to craft the cults of their saints for the benefit of their community. Investing time and energy into penning not one, but two hagiographical accounts of Athelwold’s life would be paid back in bequests and dedications if he was later recognised as a saint. After remodelling Abingdon and making it a vibrant hub for the Benedictine Revival, Athelwold was elevated to Bishop of Winchester in AD 963, and responsibility for King Edgar’s grand remodelling of the country’s capital city was placed in his hands.

The monastic complex at Winchester was in need of substantial redevelopment. Not only had various buildings been erected haphazardly so that the monastic song from one group clashed with that of the church nearby, the personnel responsible for running the site were no longer monks, but priests. Athelwold called together an armed force and had the priests forcibly removed. This was revolutionary, and displays the strong arm that Athelwold would continue to wield throughout his life. He replaced the priests with monks, trained by him at Abingdon, and then began to demolish the existing buildings at the centre of the city.

The scale of development in the area at this time was almost unprecedented, and it saw the building of a royal palace complex, complete with administrative departments, alongside a huge new Benedictine monastery and a lavish new cathedral church. The outline of this enormous ecclesiastical building still survives, although admittedly now appears dwarfed by the Gothic cathedral next to it. At the time it was one of the largest buildings in the country, and the overall impression of these immense stone buildings, all going up within years of one another, would have been of a vibrant, exciting and powerful focal point for Church and State.

The driving force behind the development of Winchester, the Benedictine Reform, spread rapidly as Athelwold established new communities at Peterborough, Ely and Thorney, to name a few. Athelwold, however, was not content simply with enforcing strict adherence to the Benedictine Rule. He devised a new version of it, complete with supplements: the Regularis Concordia (known as ‘the Monastic Agreement of the Monks and Nuns of the English Nation’), which impressed even stronger rule on the monks.29 Athelwold saw obedience as the underlying virtue of the Benedictine Reform, and an account survives which illustrates this brutally. In the process of instructing a particularly virtuous monk, Athelwold ordered him to put his hand in a boiling cauldron of water to get him a morsel of food. The monk did it, and Athelwold’s response was that he had learnt a lesson in obedience. He was harsh with both malefactors and the obedient.

The new agreement, Regularis Concordia, was passed at a meeting of England’s monastic leaders in AD 970 coordinated by King Edgar himself. It is preserved in a later copy, which shows a particularly telling image at the front. King Edgar, Athelwold and Dunstan are tied together by a copy of the Rule, while a humble monk from Winchester is bound up in it below. As well as such visually striking imagery, the manuscript opens with an extensive tract in praise of the king. It made the king the protector of the monks, and the queen protector of the nuns. The links between Church and State were now being set down formally. It also contains specific procedures for the election of bishops that differed from Continental practice, and which led to a predominantly monastic episcopacy. Athelwold was empowering himself, his fellow monks and the king.

Athelwold was a ruthless reformer, who sought to reduce – almost to annihilate – the power of the clergy, replacing it instead with an ordered and controlled monastic elite. The monasteries certainly flourished under his hard hand, and places like Winchester were vastly remodelled, with religious buildings tied into royal and administrative ones. It is important not to underestimate the importance of the Rule of Benedict in terms of its impact on the Anglo-Saxons.30 It provided a yardstick by which the religious change of the time could be measured and controlled, and also supplied a doctrinal and liturgical framework for the Church which tied it to its Roman past and gave structure to the monastic organisations across the country. It enabled Athelwold to micromanage the routine, education and productivity of his army of monks. Monasteries were big business, powerhouses of education, legislation, finance, industry and religious guidance. They were the multinationals of their day, and keeping them in check with a set of rules was essential to the success of Church and State.
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This manuscript illumination, from the Regularis Concordia (a rule for the monks of Winchester in the light of the Benedictine Reform), is one of the most potent expressions of the ties linking Church and State in the tenth century. King Edgar is surrounded by Athelwold and Dunstan, and tied together by the Rule, while a monk is enclosed by it beneath.



The Winchester School

The Benedictine Reform of the tenth century, propelled by the triumvirate of Anglo-Saxon saints, had far-reaching effects. There was immense investment into the Church, which in turn led to ecclesiastical leaders taking on the responsibilities of landowners. They established new buildings across their lands, including parish churches and cathedrals. These were furnished with vestments, artworks and books – all of which were necessary for the smooth running of the community.31 Dunstan himself had been an illuminator and bell-maker, so he had a firm understanding of the importance of the arts in service of the Church.

Manuscript art had all but perished in the years of the Viking attacks. Monks were too concerned with surviving raids, rebuilding damage and seeing to the needs of their community to be involved in producing lavish illuminated manuscripts. However, with the reforms of Athelwold, Dunstan and Oswald, fine manuscripts again started to emerge. In fact, over a relatively short period of time a school of illumination was to develop, centred on the scriptorium at Winchester, which would produce some of the most beautiful works of art of the early medieval period.

The wealth and influence of the Church at this time was great, and this is evinced by the work of the southern scriptoria. They launched a concerted effort to standardise written English (something that wouldn’t happen completely until the dawn of the Oxford English Dictionary in the nineteenth century) and archive vernacular literature. This indicates how far the Church had come from the times of Bede, as by this stage there is almost a nostalgic attitude towards stories like Beowulf that hark back to a distant national past.

One manuscript in particular chimes with the lavishness and power of the tenth-century saints: The Benedictional of St Athelwold. It was made by the monk Godeman at the direct instruction of Athelwold, to be the latter’s own personal prayer book. It is beautifully decorated throughout, with twenty-eight full-page miniatures. In its style it shows the influence of Carolingian art, but its figures have even more drama through the almost excessive use of drapery and floriated decoration. The figures seem to burst out of the constraints of the borders, giving each image vibrancy. The use of gold and bright inks throughout also stress that this was an extremely high-status object; one more worthy of a monarch than a monk.
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This image from The Benedictional of St Athelwold, London, British Library Additional MS. 49598, shows St Aethelthryth, who was the patron saint of Athelwold’s monastery at Ely. The style is distinctive to the south of England in the tenth century. Known as the Winchester School of illumination, the borders are lavish, drapery is exuberant, and a good deal of gold is employed throughout.



The Benedictional of St Athelwold is particularly important in terms of both its content and its artistry. It contains the blessings pronounced by a bishop throughout the ecclesiastical calendar. The inscription records the role Athelwold played in its production. He was clearly an involved patron:

A bishop, the great Athelwold, whom the Lord had made patron of Winchester, ordered a certain monk subject to him to write the present book … He commanded also to be made in this book many frames well adorned and filled with various figures decorated with many beautiful colours and with gold.32

Many of the subjects depicted relate to aspects of Athelwold’s programme of reform. For example, Aethelthryth, who was commemorated at the abbey she founded in Ely, is depicted in a full-page illumination. This is most probably because of the involvement Athelwold had in rebuilding the abbey there. Swithun too, whose bones were ceremonially re-laid in the New Minster at Winchester, is presented in an elaborate miniature. It is a stunning achievement of the Winchester School that, after centuries of destruction, the Anglo-Saxon art of illumination could re-emerge with such sophisticated results.

A Different Kind of Sanctity

The royal saints of the ninth and tenth centuries were very different to the Anglo-Saxon saints of the previous centuries. Required to be both effective rulers and pious Christians, Alfred and Edgar found that their worldly concerns often stood in opposition to more saintly behaviour. The saints covered in this chapter testify to the transformation of sanctity that took place in the wake of the Viking attacks. This was a time of turmoil politically, and from Edgar’s death in AD 975 every succession to the throne was contested. In the following century conquests by the Danes (twice) and Normans would herald the end of Anglo-Saxon England. Sanctity was attached to certain royal individuals in an attempt to bolster rival claims to the throne. But the Golden Age of Anglo-Saxon saints had passed. The three prominent saints – Athelwold, Dunstan and Oswald – indicate that there was a final flourish, but with the death of King Edgar the decline of Anglo-Saxon saints was secured.

There was a strong backlash against the monasteries established under the Benedictine Reform after the death of King Edgar. The situation was further steeped in controversy due to the issue of succession after his death. It became a power play between his first and second wives, leading to the murder of one king and the election of a potentially illegitimate ruler to the throne. The incredible amount of power saints like Athelwold, Dunstan and Oswald had acquired under Edgar, and the monopolising influence of their hungry monasteries, angered the nobility. The new foundations had eaten into the landscape and into the wealth of the nation with the land taken from noblemen and women to fund the rapid expansion of the king’s new spiritual army.

Edgar had not left any clear instructions on how he was to be succeeded when he died. He had a son from his first marriage, Edward, but when Edgar took his second wife, Aelfthryth, his claim to his father’s throne was declared illegitimate in a charter. A second son, Aethelred, was born the legitimate child of the queen, and she believed he should be made king with her acting as regent.33 Nevertheless, with the backing of Oswald and Dunstan, the first son, Edward was proclaimed king in AD 975. This indicates the level of political control these monastic saints had reached by the end of Edgar’s reign. No sooner had Edward taken the throne than his rule was plunged into strife. A rift between the leading noble families almost resulted in civil war, and amid the chaos many took the opportunity to grab back land from the newly established Benedictine monasteries. The revival was at an end, and in its place warfare and disharmony raged.

Edward’s reign was short, for in AD 978 he was murdered while at Corfe Castle. It is possible that the wronged queen, Aelfthryth, had a part in these events, but soon after a cult seems to have grown up around him. His half-brother, Aethelred was made king, becoming known as Aethelred the Unready, and, perhaps wary of the part he and his mother were perceived to have played in Edward’s death, he honoured his half-brother with a ceremonial reburial. The fact that a murdered king was proclaimed a saint shows the ends to which sanctity was being manipulated by the tenth century. Individuals who may not have displayed any saintly virtues during their lives were held as rallying points for various factions, and their relics were exhibited as a means of securing wealth and prestige.

The tides were turning for Anglo-Saxon England. Aethelred’s kingdom became increasingly disunited, and Danish raiders took advantage of the instability.34 From AD 991, Aethelred began to pay increasingly large sums in Danegeld to hold the Danes back from his borders. There were moments of calm between the Danish attacks, but as far as saints and the Church were concerned, this was a dark time. The nation was plunged into thirty years of uncertainty and violence. Wulfstan, who was Archbishop of York from 1002 to 1023, felt that the murder of the saint-king Edward could explain the sufferings that the nation was experiencing. Wulfstan refers to his martyrdom in his famous Sermo Lupi ad Anglos (‘Sermon of the Wolf to the English’):

And a very great betrayal of a lord it is also in the world, that a man betray his lord to death, or drive him living from the land, and both have come to pass in this land: Edward was betrayed, and then killed, and after that burned …35

Wulfstan was part of Aethelred the Unready’s government and played a large part in politics, both religious and secular. He was a state-builder, administrator, politician, theologian, liturgist and patron of the arts, a man who affected the shape of his nation. He laid down the legislative infrastructure of England at a time of conflicting cultures, each with its own legal framework. Wulfstan also managed in some ways to complete the Benedictine Reform begun by Dunstan. The idea that the Benedictine monasteries could ride the changing tides of first Viking, then Norman conquerors shows an investment on the part of churchmen to preserve some form of Anglo-Saxon identity after cataclysmic secular change.

However, his words give a powerful impression of the state of English politics around 1016. Having suffered decades of Viking raids because of their sins, which included the death of their anointed king, Edward the Martyr, the English were finally conquered by the Vikings. Cnut, King of Denmark, became King of England, and 200 years of Viking incursions reached their culmination.

Wulfstan’s sermon to the people, delivered in their own language, Old English, laments the collapse of Anglo-Saxon society and sanctity:

For there are in this nation great disloyalties for matters of the Church and the State, and also there are in the land many who betray their lords in various ways: and the greatest of all betrayals of a lord one can think of is that a man betrays the soul of his lord. And a very great betrayal of a lord it is also in the world, that a man betray his lord to death, or drive him living from the land, and both have come to pass in this land: Edward was betrayed, and then killed, and after that burned; and Aethelred was driven out of his land.36

Edward the Confessor: the End of Anglo-Saxon Sanctity

There is arguably one more notable Anglo-Saxon saint: Edward the Confessor.

That Edward was declared a saint after his death was not unusual. He came from a long line of Anglo-Saxon royal saints. As William of Malmesbury so aptly observed:
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This section from the Bayeux Tapestry shows Edward the Confessor to the right. He is enthroned, but he is not shown frontally and powerful; he is instead slumped to the left. Behind his back, literally, Harold is shown as dynamic and thrusting, involved in the noble pursuit of hunting.


It is not necessary to name any of the common people but only the male and female members of the royal stock, most of them innocently murdered, who have been consecrated martyrs not by human conjecture but by divine acknowledgment.37

It seems that the Anglo-Saxons were far more inclined to venerate their secular leaders as saints than in other parts of Christendom, perhaps because of the sacred role played by kings in the pre-Christian Anglo-Saxon world, when kings were the protectors of their people in not only a physical (often military) sense, but also in a spiritual one. Edward, however, was not a strong military ruler, no matter how saintly he may have been. His death was the nail in the coffin for Anglo-Saxon England.

Upon his death the king, who had seemed so pious in his lifetime, was proclaimed a saint and buried at the heart of Westminster Abbey. Subsequent burials of kings and queens radiate out from his tomb in acknowledgement of his role as England’s primary royal saint. However, the Anglo-Saxon period had, in truth, ended decades before the traditional date of 1066.38 The England that William the Conqueror invaded had been altered substantially over the preceding century, particularly through constant interaction – both military and peaceful – with Scandinavians. Examining the complexion of England’s ruling families in the run-up to 1066, only Leofric of the three major noble households (those of Leofric’s own, Mercia, Siward of Northumbria and Godwin of Wessex) had an English line of descent traceable to the previous Anglo-Saxon king.

The increasingly tense relationship between saintly and temporal power embodied by so many of the Anglo-Saxon saints reaches its zenith in the hugely significant figure of Edward the Confessor.39 He was singularly unfit to rule, and anticipates individuals like Henry VI in the way he allowed his piety to undermine the stability of the nation. Presented as saintly in compensation for his ineptitude, surviving sources emphasise his failings. For example, in the Bayeux Tapestry he is not depicted as energetic or dynamic. Indeed, he is pious and divinely inspired, but he is not a vigorous and capable leader like William. His increasing lethargy and ineffectiveness is emphasised in an image on the tapestry, where a frail Edward slumps in a seat while Harold is busy betraying him in Normandy.

Edward the Confessor acts as an excellent counter for Alfred the Great, as both had grown up under the threat of Danish invasion. However, while Alfred sought to create solid images of power, investing in the Church and funding cults of saints, Edward was undermined by powerful noblemen, and his piety was all that remained worthy of celebration. The fact that the last of the Anglo-Saxon saints was the king who effectively allowed the full-scale invasion and occupation of England by a new and destructive force – the Normans – is singularly apt. It indicates how so much of this nation’s history can be told through the lives of its saints.

The arrival of the Normans in 1066 had a profound effect on the saints of Anglo-Saxon England. As the country went from independent nation to a vassal state of a larger Continental empire, so the morale of native Anglo-Saxons sank. They were deprived of land and influence, with both secular and ecclesiastical positions filled predominantly by Normans. But within the Anglo-Saxon monasteries the Norman abbots were pursuing a subtler means of undermining native pride and identity. At Abingdon the feasts of Athelwold and Edward were banned, while the Abbot of Malmesbury simply threw out the relics of English saints.40 The Archbishop of Canterbury, Lanfranc, seems to have fuelled scepticism among his Norman priests, bishops and abbots with regards to Anglo-Saxon saints by investigating the validity of the miracles attributed to St Aelfheah. He was thus sowing seeds of doubt throughout the Church, and undermining the cults that had over time put down roots throughout the nation. This was a psychological conquest whereby the Normans manipulated the very emotional and sacred focal points of the English. Saints had played a long and important role in helping the nation define itself, and the death of the saints went hand in hand with the death of Anglo-Saxon England.


Chapter Eleven

A Journey with the Saints

‘All it takes to make a man a saint is grace. Anyone who doubts this knows neither what makes a saint nor a man.’

Blaise Pascal, Pensées, VII, 508






As the country changed, so did its saints. The earliest, Alban, emerged from a time of persecution, when being Christian was punishable by death and martyrdom was the highest form of devotion. With the collapse of the Roman Empire sanctity became the preserve of other parts of the British Isles, as England was populated by pagans from across the sea. In Ireland, Scotland, Wales and throughout the isles, saints were emerging from the pagan Celtic past and embracing a harsh monastic way of life. This was spread by fervent missionaries, and through the sixth century began to exert influence on the highest strata of Anglo-Saxon society, particularly along the northern borders.

To the south, across that small stretch of water – the English Channel – that has proved to be a barrier and a conduit over the millennia, a papal mission brought with it a new kind of saint. Along with relics, manuscripts and personnel, Gregory the Great’s mission would clash with the contrasting Celtic Church, and only home-grown saints like Cuthbert could bridge the divide. The Golden Age of Northumbria has loomed heavy in this book, because Bede’s texts and remarkable survivals from the time allow the saints of seventh- and eighth-century Northumbria, more than most, to come into sharp relief. The life and times of Wilfrid, Benedict Biscop and Hilda can be reconstructed from a range of evidence, and individual artworks like the Franks Casket, Ruthwell Cross and Lindisfarne Gospels bring them and their environments into sharp relief.

There is a notable shift towards royal saints as the political situation in England changed. The threat of Viking raids that began at the end of the eighth century culminated in sustained invasion by the Great Heathen Army in the ninth, and would challenge Anglo-Saxon rulers like never before. Ironically, the Angles, Saxons and Jutes were similar in many ways to the Vikings who came to Britain in the ninth and tenth centuries. The major change, however, was that by embracing Christianity so completely, the Anglo-Saxons had distanced themselves from their pagan Germanic roots.

Kings like Alfred and Edgar understood the power of saints within the psyche of the English and created cults to suit their own ends. Edgar’s own illegitimate daughter was crafted into a saint for no apparent reason other than her connection to the king, while the three men who propped up his reign – Athelwold, Oswald and Dunstan – were also commemorated as saints. Ultimately, however, even with a saint on the throne as king it was impossible to stem the inevitable flux of change. The Normans, recognising the influence of Anglo-Saxon saints, suppressed their cults. The time of Anglo-Saxon saints was relatively short-lived, but it has had a lasting effect on this nation and its relationship with its past.

To understand the saints is to shed light on those individuals who were celebrated in their time. What they were celebrated for – their virtues and achievements – holds a mirror to the communities around them. As we have our celebrities, notorious characters, national treasures and high achievers, so did the Anglo-Saxons. As our representatives reflect aspects of our society, so did the saints during the early medieval period. And their notoriety has meant that their names have been remembered down the centuries. The individuals covered here range from revolutionary martyrs to bibliophiles, princesses to goddesses, hermits to spin doctors. There are no cut-and-dry answers as to what makes a saint. Yet their diversity is, for me, what makes them so fascinating.

Each saint covered in this book tells a different story about the British Isles from the fourth to the eleventh century. And this shouldn’t come as a surprise. If a cross-section of the British public today was sampled, and their lives, interests and achievements were documented, the variety would be staggering. To lump ‘saints’ together as somehow interchangeable and interconnected is misleading. They should be studied as individuals, and each one holds up a different lens to their lives and times.

Yet they are bound together through the hagiographical texts that record their actions and through the powerhouse of the Church, which has perceived unity and harmony among its representatives on earth. They are reduced to names, with feast days attached, and their stories chime with similar miracles and pronouncements, built upon the foundations of earlier biblical and theological texts. Yet, stripped from this setting, they were real, living, breathing people, who walked on the same land we can still visit, and touched some of the same objects we can still see today. More work needs to be done to add flesh to the one-dimensional impressions we have now of these seminal, important people. Yet the Anglo-Saxon saints represent the colours and shades of humanity across the ages. Examining their lives and stories outside of the official hagiography doesn’t diminish their relevance; it makes them more relevant, since they become a syphon for the cultural, social and intellectual developments taking place around them.

By looking at saints this work has not sought to cast judgement on the people who have been celebrated in a previous age. Some of them behaved questionably at times, and can appear far from our modern notions of saintly. Yet this study has attempted to understand them and appreciate how they allow a reflection of wider concerns and ideas of which they formed a part. The word ‘saint’ is not necessarily wrapped up in ideas of faith or belief. Instead, it can provide another means of defining an individual’s role within society and the impact they had on the people around them. Terms like bishop, king, knight, monk, wife, princess or saint in the medieval people are modes of definition akin to doctor, teacher, aristocrat, stay-at-home mum or entrepreneur today.

There are repeating themes throughout this book, particularly the complex lines between religious and secular, spiritual and worldly. Each saint traversed these lines differently, and the ways in which they respond to the problems of balancing concerns for this world with those of the next reveal much about who they were.

This period was one of transition. The developments that took place between the fourth and eleventh centuries, and the individual saints who led these changes, would leave a lasting echo on the collective consciousness of nations.

This book has also shown, however, that the British Isles as we know it has a diverse and complex history. There is no history of the English, Irish, Welsh or Scots, but rather a merging web where different races intermarry, coexist and integrate. The fact that the main racial group at the heart of this study are immigrants – Angles, Saxons and Jutes who left their homeland in search of a better place to live – should carry resonance in our modern ethnically diverse nation. Our notions of identity are firmly imprinted with concepts of countries, geographical boundaries and religious affiliations, yet the early medieval period can be instructive in terms of eroding the importance of these distinctions.

As the example of the saints should highlight that intermarriage and integration have bound humanity together across space, so too should it demonstrate that we are bound together across time. History tends to box up names, events and ideologies, keeping one time and place separate from another, and suggesting that evolution continues on a micro level from generation to generation. There are obvious differences between Britain now and over a thousand years ago, particularly in terms of science and technology. However, spiritually, emotionally and imaginatively, the saints of the Anglo-Saxon period were not a separate breed of humanity. We can understand the issues that concerned them, and the day-to-day challenges that would have beset them. As historical figures they don’t need dressing up in alien garb and parading as a curiosity. They are not the subject of a condescending anthropological study. Instead, they reflect us as we are now, just at a distance through time. Their diversity reflects our own, and each is unique as we are ourselves.

Writing this book has meant straddling different worlds. Those that hold to the saints for spiritual security and guidance may find that this study strips them of their dignity and grandeur. This is not intentional, but it is somewhat inevitable once they are returned to their real earthly environments. Yet I have found that taking the individuals out of the painted icons, out from the pages of formulaic hagiography and the repeated cycles of liturgies, makes them all the more impressive. They were declared saints for a reason – because they profoundly influenced the people around them and the spirit of their time. To those that treasure the saints, this means that, as they continue to wield power in heaven, connecting the divine with the human, so too did they wield power on earth.

At times this has been an uneasy path to tread, manoeuvring through fragmented information, across disciplinary boundaries, over wide geographical areas and many centuries. But this journey with the saints has been a hugely illuminating one, and I look forward to many more developments in our understanding of these misrepresented and misunderstood characters. A quote by the wonderfully insightful nineteenth-century French novelist Honoré de Balzac seems a fitting place to draw this study on saints to a close:

What a splendid book one could put together by narrating the life and adventures of a word. The events for which a word was used have undoubtedly left various imprints on it; depending on place it has awakened different notions; but does it not become grander still when considered in its trinity of soul, body, and movement.1

The word ‘saint’ has been on a journey, and it continues to travel onwards. This work is just one attempt to trace the adventures the word went through. Those individuals who gained the epitaph ‘saint’ form a rich, diverse and complex canvas. Taking saints as the lens, many other insights into their lives and times can come into focus. But whether I can answer Pascal’s quote at the very start of this book is still uncertain. I am not sure I will ever know what makes a ‘man’ or a ‘saint’, since both these words carry infinite shades of possibility and impenetrable layers of complexity. Nevertheless, the journey remains inspiring.
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