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ABSTRACT 

Th i s t h e s i s i s based on a study o f m i r a c l e s t o r i e s r e c orded 

by Anglo-Saxon e c c l e s i a s t i c a l w r i t e r s i n t h e e a r l y p a r t o f 

th e e i g h t h c e n t u r y . I t responds t o a number o f p r e v i o u s 

works which have c o n c e n t r a t e d s o l e l y on t h e m i r a c l e s t o r i e s 

t o l d by Bede, and argues t h a t t h e s t o r i e s o f a l l t h e w r i t e r s 

are t h e p r o d u c t o f t h e h i s t o r i c a l s i t u a t i o n . The i d e a t h a t 

such s t o r i e s were produced i n o r d e r t o respond t o c l a i m s 

made i n I r i s h o r C o n t i n e n t a l hagiography, or by Anglo-Saxon 

paganism, i s r e j e c t e d ; i n s t e a d , we need t o accept t h e 

a s s e r t i o n o f t h e a u t h o r s t h a t t h e s e events were recorded 

because they were b e l i e v e d t o have happened and t o be o f 

h i s t o r i c a l i m p o rtance. T h e r e f o r e , t h e y p r o v i d e an i n s i g h t 

i n t o t h e way t h a t t h e s e a u t h o r s approached t h e w r i t i n g o f 

h i s t o r y ; an a n a l y s i s o f those i n v o l v e d i n t h e s t o r i e s , o f 

t h e c i r c u m s t a n c e s o f t h e ev e n t s , and o f t h e l i k e l y 

t r a n s m i s s i o n , suggests a c l o s e - k n i t c i r c l e o f m a i n l y noble 

monastics on whom t h e w r i t e r s depended f o r i n f o r m a t i o n , and 

f o r whom t h e y w r o t e . The m i r a c l e s t o r i e s d i s c l o s e t h a t t h i s 

approach t o h i s t o r y was h e a v i l y i n f o r m e d by t h e o l o g i c a l 

i d e a s , and by t h e b i a s o f t h e a u t h o r and h i s / h e r community. 

P r e c i s e l y because t h e m i r a c l e m a t e r i a l i s t o modern eyes 

unusual ( i f not i n c r e d i b l e ) , t h e s e s t o r i e s enable us b e t t e r 

t o understand t h e mind and methods o f t h e w r i t e r s on whom 

much o f our knowledge e a r l y Anglo-Saxon h i s t o r y depends. 
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Foreword 

T h i s t h e s i s i s t h e r e s u l t o f r e s e a r c h conducted on a 

p a r t - t i m e b a s i s a t t h e U n i v e r s i t y o f Durham; I would l i k e t o 

express my g r a t i t u d e t o my s u p e r v i s o r , P r o f e s s o r David 

R o l l a s o n , f o r a l l h i s encouragement and wise a d v i c e . My 

tha n k s are a l s o owed t o Drs Alan Thacker and C a t h e r i n e 

C u b i t t , who have p e r m i t t e d me t o use u n p u b l i s h e d work, and 

t o t h e s t a f f s o f t h e l i b r a r i e s a t t h e U n i v e r s i t i e s o f 

Durham, O x f o r d , Cambridge, and t h e Open U n i v e r s i t y . I am 

g r a t e f u l t o t h e M e t h o d i s t Church f o r f a c i l i t a t i n g t h i s 

o p p o r t u n i t y , t h r o u g h t h e Finch s c h o l a r s h i p , which p r o v i d e d a 

p r e l i m i n a r y year o f s t u d y a t t h e Greg o r i a n U n i v e r s i t y i n 

Rome, t h r o u g h t h e f i n a n c i a l a s s i s t a n c e o f f e r e d by t h e 

D i v i s i o n o f M i n i s t r i e s and t h e London North-West D i s t r i c t , 

and t h r o u g h t h e t i m e p e r m i t t e d me by t h e L e i g h t o n Buzzard & 

Stewkley and Redcar, S a l t b u r n & Guisborough c i r c u i t s . The 

Reverend Maurice W r i g h t i s owed thanks f o r h i s a s s i s t a n c e 

w i t h v a r i o u s w o r d - p r o c e s s i n g d i f f i c u l t i e s , but my g r e a t e s t 

debt i s t o my w i f e , L e s l e y , who has l i v e d p a t i e n t l y w i t h 

t h i s p r o j e c t t h r o u g h o u t our m a r r i e d l i f e . 



I n t r o d u c t i on. 

'Quod e s t d i c t u m i r a b i l e e t a u d i t u ' : The m i r a c l e s t o r i e s 

under c o n s i d e r a t i o n and responses t o them. 

I n book f i v e o f t h e Historia Ecclesiastica, Bede t e l l s 

t h e s t o r y o f an A n g l o - I r i s h m i s s i o n t o t h e Old Saxons i n 

t h e 690s. 1 Amongst t h e p r i e s t s on t h i s m i s s i o n were two who 

bore t h e same name and were d i s t i n g u i s h e d from each o t h e r 

by t h e i r c o l o u r i n g , White Hewald and Dark Hewald. D e s p i t e 

t h e o f f i c i a l s u p p o r t o f t h e l o c a l g o v e r n o r , t h e Hewalds 

were not warmly r e c e i v e d . 

Qui cum c o g n i t i essent a b a r b a r i s , quod essent 
a l t e r i u s r e l i g i o n i s . . . r a p u e r u n t eos s u b i t o e t 
i n t e r e m e r u n t . . . [ e t ] i n Hreno p r o i e c e r u n t . . . 
Nec m a r t y r i o eorum c a e l e s t i a d e f u e r e m i r a c u l a . 
Nam cum peremta eorum c o r p o r a amni, u t d i x i m u s , a 
paganis essent i n i e c t a , c o n t i g i t u t haec c o n t r a 
impetum f l u v i i d e c u r r e n t i s , per XL f e r e m i l i a 
passuum ad ea usque l o c a , ubi i l l o r u m e r a n t 
s o c i i , t r a n s f e r r e n t u r . Sed e t r a d i u s l u c i s 
permaximus atque ad caelum usque a l t u s omni nocte 
supra locum f u l g e b a t i l i u m , ubicumque ea 
p e r v e n i s s e c o n t i n g e r e t , e t hoc e t i a m p a g a n i s , qui 
eos o c c i d e r a n t , i n t u e n t i b u s . Sed e t unus ex e i s 
i n v i s i o n e n o c t u r n a a p p a r u i t cuidam de s o c i i s 
s u i s , c u i nomen e r a t T i l m o n , v i r o i n l u s t r i , e t ad 
saeculum quoque n o b i 1 i , qui de mi l i t e f a c t u s 
f u e r a t monachus, i n d i c a n s quod eo l o c i c o r p o r a 
eorum posset i n v e n i r e , ubi lucem de c a e l o t e r r i s 
r a d i a s s e c o n s p i c e r e t . Quod i t a conpletum e s t . . . . 
f e r t u r autem q u i a i n l o c o i n quo o c c i s i sunt fons 
e b u l l i e r i t , qui i n eodem l o c o usque hodie c o p i o s a 
f l u e n t i s u i dona p r o f u n d a t . 2 

T h i s i s a n a r r a t i v e t h a t abounds i n images and 

a l l u s i o n s . To anyone read i n t h e S c r i p t u r e s t h e m o t i f s o f 

l i g h t and water a r e f a m i l i a r , b o t h w i t h i n t h e common 

vo c a b u l a r y o f good and e v i l and w i t h s p e c i f i c r e f e r e n c e s t o 

I n t r o d u c t i on 
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th e t e a c h i n g and i d e n t i t y o f C h r i s t and h i s d i s c i p l e s . 3 And 

t o anyone who knows o f o t h e r m i r a c l e s t o r i e s o f t h e t i m e j 

or who has read t h e e a r l i e r c h a p t e r s i n t h e Historia, t h e 

t a l e o f t h e two Hewalds seems t o be f u l l o f echoes. The 

f o u n t a i n a t t h e s i t e o f t h e martyrdom reminds us o f t h e 

s t o r y o f Alban's d e a t h , 4 and t h e l i g h t over t h e bodies i s 

r e m i n i s c e n t o f t h e d i s c o v e r y o f t h e corpse o f P e t e r , f i r s t 

abbot o f Can t e r b u r y , and o f t h e s t o r y o f Oswald's bones a t 

Bardney. 5 The a s s o c i a t i o n o f t h e p l a c e o f v i o l e n t death 

w i t h t h e m i r a c u l o u s has o t h e r Oswald o v e r t o n e s , connected 

t o t h e ground a t M a s e r f e l t h . 6 N 0 I ~ i s t h i s t h e f i r s t t i m e 

t h a t t h e appearance o f someone deceased i n a v i s i o n has 

been s i g n i f i c a n t i n t h e account o f t h e c o n t i n e n t a l m i s s i o n ; 

o n l y a c h a p t e r p r e v i o u s l y Bede recounted B o i s i l ' s 

f o r b i d d i n g Egbert's j o i n i n g t h e e x p e d i t i o n . The 

communication about t h e whereabouts o f t h e corpses w i t h one 

of t h e o t h e r monks t h r o u g h a v i s i o n much more c l o s e l y 

resembles t h e account o f t h e d i s c o v e r y o f Edwin's body, as 

i t appears i n t h e anonymous Vita Gregorii,7 a work more or 

l e s s contemporaneous t o t h e Historia. Tilmon, t h e monk who 

r e c e i v e s t h e v i s i o n , i s not an uncommon t y p e ; o t h e r w i s e 

unevidenced, he was o f noble s t o c k , as many monks seem t o 

have been. I n sum, a l t h o u g h t h i s s t o r y i s not t o be found 

i n any o t h e r work o f t h e p e r i o d , t h e martyrdom o f t h e two 

Hewalds can appear as a c o m p o s i t i o n o f f a m i l i a r elements. 

I t i s i m m e d i a t e l y c l e a r t h a t we are not d e a l i n g w i t h an 

i s o l a t e d example o f t h i s s o r t o f anecdote, but w i t h a s t o r y 

I n t r o d u c t i o n 
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t h a t o r i g i n a t e s i n a p a r t i c u l a r m i l i e u - t o l d by someone 

used t o such s t o r i e s , and w i t h i n mind an audience t h a t was 

accustomed t o h e a r i n g them and by whom he expected t o be 

b e l i eved. 

So, what i s t o be made o f i t ? S t o r i e s such as t h i s 

have provoked a number of d i f f e r e n t r e a c t i o n s . Some modern 

s c h o l a r s would i m p l o r e us t o t r e a t t h i s m a t e r i a l as sober 

h i s t o r y , and t o note t h e ca r e w i t h which Bede not o n l y 

names Tilmon but s t r e s s e s h i s v i r t u e s , and i s u n a f r a i d t o 

i n c l u d e a d e t a i l t h a t might be v e r i f i e d ( t h e f o u n t a i n t h a t 

i s s a i d s t i l l t o be t h e r e ) . Bede, t h e y argue, s e t h i m s e l f 

r i g o r o u s s t a n d a r d s i n h i s search f o r m a t e r i a l and i n 

t e s t i n g h i s w i t n e s s e s , so we can s a f e l y assume t h a t he was 

not r e l a t i n g something t h a t he d i d not h i m s e l f b e l i e v e t o 

be t r u e . Other s t u d e n t s o f t h i s s o r t o f m a t e r i a l would have 

us c o n c e n t r a t e not on t h e l i t e r a l d e t a i l but on t h e 

s p i r i t u a l meaning. I f we f o l l o w t h i s l i n e , we understand 

t h a t t h e l i g h t over t h e bodies r e p r e s e n t s t h e s a n c t i t y o f 

the Hewalds, w i t n e s s e d even by those l o s t i n i g n o r a n t 

paganism, and we do not so much mind whether t h e f o u n t a i n 

i s t h e r e or n o t , b u t we see i t as a symbol o f t h e wa t e r o f 

l i f e which t h e Hewalds o f f e r e d t o t h e Old Saxons, and which 

i s s t i l l t h e r e t o be drunk. E a r l i e r commentators might have 

c a u t i o n e d us away from e i t h e r approach, encouraging us t o 

d i s m i s s t h e pi o u s f a b l e s w i t h which t h e e i g h t h - c e n t u r y 

w r i t e r s (Bede, r e g r e t t a b l y , amongst them as a man o f h i s 

t i m e ) embroidered t h e i r m a t e r i a l , w h i l s t b e i n g g r a t e f u l 

I n t r o d u c t i o n 
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t h a t they are not more numerous t h a n t h e y a r e . Yet o t h e r s , 

however, would want t o argue t h a t t o see Bede as a man o f 

h i s t i m e means t o accept t h a t he had predecessors i n t h e 

t e l l i n g o f m i r a c l e s t o r i e s , and i t was i n h i s dependance on 

them (and on one i n p a r t i c u l a r ) t h a t t h e r e a l s i g n i f i c a n c e 

of a n a r r a t i v e such as t h i s i s t o be found. These, i n 

c a r i c a t u r e , are f o u r ways i n which t h e m i r a c l e s t o r i e s t o l d 

by Bede have been d i s c u s s e d i n t h e p a s t , each o f which 

m e r i t s more a t t e n t i o n . 

' V i t u p e r a t i o n i s suae dente... a d r o d e t ' : f o u r ' c r i t i c a l 

n i b b l i n g s ' a t t h e Bede m i r a c l e s t o r i e s . 

C h r o n o l o g i c a l l y , t h e t h i r d approach deserves t h e f i r s t 

t r e a t m e n t . I t might be termed t h e PIummer-Colgrave 

h y p o t h e s i s . The a t t i t u d e o f C h a rles Plummer, t h e g r e a t 

n i n e t e e n t h - c e n t u r y e d i t o r o f t h e Historia Ecclesiastics, 

was one o f m y s t i f i c a t i o n t h a t Bede not o n l y recorded 

m i r a c l e s , but d e l i g h t e d i n them t o t h e p o i n t o f e n l a r g i n g 

t h e number t h a t appeared i n one o f h i s sources. Plummer 

r e v e a l e d h i m s e l f t o be r a t i o n a l i s t s c e p t i c , though he would 

concede t h a t a small number o f mediaeval m i r a c l e s c o u l d not 

be d i s m i s s e d as s i l l y , u n s p i r i t u a l , immoral, r e - c y c l e d 

c l a s s i c a l myths or c o i n c i d e n c e s . Bede, he accepted, was a 

man o f a v e r y d i f f e r e n t temper, and t h e r e f o r e , i n 

accordance w i t h h i s o r t h o d o x y and p i e t y , i n f u s e d h i s work 

w i t h a b e l i e f i n t h e s u p e r n a t u r a l . 8 Bertram C o l g r a v e , who 

i n many r e s p e c t s f o l l o w e d Plummer, t h o u g h t t h e s t o r i e s 

I n t r o d u c t i o n 
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worth more a t t e n t i o n . His c o n t r i b u t i o n t o t h e 1935 

F e s t s c h r i f t , Bede, His Life, Times and Writings,9 was an 

a n a l y s i s o f t h e a t t i t u d e t o t h e m i r a c u l o u s d i s p l a y e d i n t h e 

E c c l e s i a s t i c a l H i s t o r y and t h e Prose L i f e o f C u t h b e r t . His 

s t a r t i n g assumption was t h a t , u n l e s s one i s used t o r e a d i n g 

mediaeval l i t e r a t u r e , t h e m i r a c l e s t o r i e s i m m e d i a t e l y 

s t r i k e one as odd. To Bede's c o n t e m p o r a r i e s , however, i t 

would have been odder were t h e s t o r i e s not t h e r e , as Bede 

and t h e y were i n f l u e n c e d by t h e h a g i o g r a p h i c a l t r a d i t i o n s 

o f t h e t i m e . Colgrave judged t h a t Bede d i d r a t h e r b e t t e r 

than some o f h i s peers i n r e s t r a i n i n g h i s use o f t h i s s o r t 

of m a t e r i a l , 1 0 but h i s c o n c l u s i o n remained t h a t Bede was a 

man o f h i s t i m e s and i n c l u d e d 'wonder t a l e s ' f o r t h r e e 

reasons - because p o p u l a r o p i n i o n demanded them, 1 1 because 

C h r i s t i a n i t y had t o compete w i t h t h e marvels o f Anglo-Saxon 

paganism, 1 2 and because t h i s was t h e age o f t h e c u l t o f t h e 

s a i n t , o f which m i r a c l e s t o r i e s were an e s s e n t i a l p a r t . 1 3 

Moreover, Bede was a master s t o r y t e l l e r who ( l i k e , 

Colgrave m a i n t a i n e d , a modern p r e a c h e r ) r e l i s h e d 

i l l u s t r a t i n g h i s work w i t h p i c t u r e s q u e anecdotes, which 

were n o t always i n t e n d e d t o be understood as v e r i f i a b l y 

f a c t u a l . I t was as i f t h e r e were i n Bede t h r e e men, a 

t h e o l o g i a n , an h i s t o r i a n and an h a g i o g r a p h e r , who were n o t 

always i n harmony. 1 4 

Colgrave t o o k t h e argument f u r t h e r i n h i s 1958 I s r a e l 

G o l l a n c z l e c t u r e . 1 5 I n c o n s i d e r i n g not t h e Historia 

Ecclesiastica, but Bede's h a g i o g r a p h i c a l works, C o l g r a v e 

I n t r o d u c t i o n 
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wondered why Bede s h o u l d have t o l d so many m i r a c l e s t o r i e s 

i n h i s prose l i f e o f C u t h b e r t and none a t a l l i n h i s 

h i s t o r y o f t h e abbots o f h i s own house. His c o n c l u s i o n , 

a g a i n , was t h a t t h e answer was t o be found i n t h e 

h a g i o g r a p h y - h i s t o r y t e n s i o n . Col grave seems t o have been 

m i l d l y embarrassed t h a t Bede managed t o i n c l u d e i n h i s Vita 

Cuthberti more m i r a c l e s t h a n t h e anonymous monk o f 

L i n d i s f a r n e d i d ; 1 6 b u t Colgrave argued t h a t t h e c a r e f u l 

c i t a t i o n by Bede o f a w i t n e s s f o r every one o f h i s 'new' 

s t o r i e s was a way o f d i s t a n c i n g h i m s e l f from t h e dubious 

n a t u r e o f t h i s m a t e r i a l . 1 7 T h i s i s Bede t h e hagiographer 

being i n f l u e n c e d by Bede t h e h i s t o r i a n . I n t h e Historia 

Ecclesiastica, t h e r o l e s are r e v e r s e d . Only t h e Historia 

Abbatum, t o Colgrave's mind, r e p r e s e n t s 'pure h i s t o r y ' . 1 s 

Why, having reached t h e h e i g h t s o f r e s p e c t a b i l i t y , Bede 

wi t h d r e w from them i n h i s l a t e r work, Colgrave e x p l a i n e d i n 

terms o f audience and m a t e r i a l . 1 9 P u b l i c t a s t e was not 

ready f o r 'the more a s c e t i c t y p e o f h i s t o r y 1 , and Bede 

seems t o have accepted t h e 'miscellaneous mass' o f 

documents, l i v e s o f s a i n t s and o r a l t r a d i t i o n a t f a c e 

v a l u e . 2 0 

The reasons why t h e m i r a c l e s t o r i e s o f Bede need not 

be t r e a t e d w i t h t h i s s o r t o f embarrassment are s e t out 

f u l l y i n c h a p t e r one o f t h i s t h e s i s . But i t i s i n t e r e s t i n g 

t o note t h a t t h e PIummer-Colgrave view has had widespread 

f o l l o w i n g . As l a t e as 1973, C. Thomas s t i l l f e l t t h a t t h e 

1935 paper was 'the s t a n d a r d a n a l y s i s o f t h e c o n t e n t and 
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purpose o f Bede's m i r a c l e s t o r i e s . ' 2 1 However, o t h e r 

s c h o l a r s have looked a t t h e q u e s t i o n i n d i f f e r e n t ways. 

J.T. Rosenthal, i n a paper w r i t t e n i n 1975, argued t h a t 

Colgrave's r a t i o n a l i s t dilemma 'no lo n g e r seems a s e r i o u s 

p r o b l e m ' 2 2 Rosenthal's argument can be summarized as 

f o l l o w s : as Bede b e l i e v e d i n t h e m i r a c l e s t o r i e s t h a t he 

i n c l u d e d , t h e r e are lessons t o be l e a r n t i n t h e uses t o 

which he put h i s m a t e r i a l . The most s i g n i f i c a n t o f t h e s e i s 

t h a t t h e number o f m i r a c l e s t o r i e s i s much g r e a t e r i n t h e 

l a t t e r two books o f t h e E c c l e s i a s t i c a l H i s t o r y - a t h i r d o f 

t h e pages (Rosenthal c a l c u l a t e d ) , account f o r f i f t y - f i v e 

per cent o f t h e m i r a c l e s . 2 3 T h i s c o i n c i d e s w i t h t h e c r u c i a l 

d i v i d i n g l i n e o f t h e whole work, t h e Council o f 

S t r e o n e s h a l h , a f t e r which Bede f e l t t h a t England was 

c o n v e r t e d , so h i s s u b j e c t m a t t e r was no l o n g e r t h e b a t t l e 

w i t h paganism or heresy, but 'an e l e v a t i n g form of 

g o s s i p ' . 2 4 However, Bede approached t h i s 'in-house' 

m a t e r i a l w i t h t h e same care and p r e c i s i o n t h a t he accorded 

t o t h e r e s t o f h i s work, so we n o t i c e t h e c a r e f u l c i t a t i o n 

o f t h e source f o r each s t o r y . T h i s was i n l i n e w i t h t h e 

best m e t h o d o l o g i c a l t r a d i t i o n o f t h e day, f o l l o w e d a l s o by 

t h e Anonymous monk o f L i n d i s f a r n e and by Stephen i n t h e 

Vita Wilfridi.25 I n o t h e r words, most o f Bede's m i r a c l e 

s t o r i e s belong t o t h e r e c e n t h i s t o r y , so c o u l d be checked 

b e f o r e i n c l u s i o n , and were, f o r t h e most p a r t , 

p o s t - c o n v e r s i o n . T h e r e f o r e , t h e main theme o f h i s h i s t o r y , 

how t h e E n g l i s h became C h r i s t i a n , was shown not t o depend 
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on t h e work i n g o f m i r a c l e s a t a l l j but on r a t i o n a l or 

s p i r i t u a l f a c t o r s . 2 6 For R o s e n t h a l , t h e m i r a c l e s t o r i e s 

were i n c l u d e d s i m p l y t o e n l i v e n t h e t e x t ; t hey cannot, on 

t h i s r e a d i n g , be argued t o convey much of h i s t o r i c a l 

i n t e r e s t . 

Leaving a s i d e t h e vexed q u e s t i o n o f t h e sources c i t e d 

by Bede and h i s c o n t e m p o r a r i e s , which i s e x p l o r e d f u l l y i n 

c h a p t e r f i v e o f t h i s t h e s i s , t h e r e are s e v e r a l weaknesses 

i n Rosenthal's argument. The a s s e r t i o n t h a t f o r Bede t h e r e 

was a c l e a r d i v i d i n g l i n e between t h e ' r a t i o n a l and 

s p i r i t u a l ' , on t h e one hand, and t h e ' s u p e r n a t u r a l ' , on t h e 

o t h e r , 2 7 i s q u e s t i o n a b l e , and one f o r which Rosenthal 

o f f e r s no evidence, except t h e c i r c u l a r argument t h a t t h i s 

was so ' j u d g i n g by t h e d i s t i n c t i o n we have been 

d i s c u s s i n g ' . 2 8 As w i l l be argued, t h i s d i s t i n c t i o n i s not 

one which an e i g h t h - c e n t u r y e c c l e s i a s t i c a l w r i t e r would 

have r e c o g n i z e d . There i s a l s o a s l i g h t l y p u z z l i n g f a c t o r 

which Rosenthal acknowledges but never r e a l l y d i s c u s s e s . He 

shares t h a t view t h a t f o r Bede m i r a c l e s , even though t h e y 

appear from t h e Historia t o be happening more o f t e n i n 

r e c e n t y e a r s , r e a l l y belonged t o p a s t t i m e s and c o u l d be 

expected t o d i m i n i s h i n f r e q u e n c y . 2 9 T h i s i s one o f t h e 

q u e s t i o n s e x p l o r e d i n t h e most comprehensive work t o date 

on Bede's m i r a c l e s t o r i e s , L.S. C r e i d e r ' s Bede's 

Understanding of the Miraculous.30 C r e i d e r argued t h a t Bede 

i s t o be understood p r i m a r i l y as a B i b l i c a l s c h o l a r , and 

t h a t e a r l i e r t r e a t m e n t s o f t h e s u b j e c t f a i l e d f u l l y t o 
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a p p r e c i a t e h i s a t t i t u d e s because t h e y c o n c e n t r a t e d on t h e 

m i r a c l e s o f t h e h i s t o r i c a l and h a g i o g r a p h i c a l w o r k s . 3 1 

C r e i d e r t h e r e f o r e surveyed b o t h Bede's approach i n t h e 

h a g i o g r a p h i c a l / h i s t o r i c a l works and i n h i s B i b l i c a l 

commentaries, and found a u n i t y o f p u r p o s e . 3 2 He argued 

t h a t , g i v e n Bede's u n d e r s t a n d i n g o f s c i e n c e and t h e n a t u r a l 

l a w , 3 3 h i s p h i l o s o p h y o f t h e n a t u r e and purpose o f 

h i s t o r y , 3 4 and t h e t h e o l o g i c a l t r a d i t i o n s t h a t he i n h e r i t e d 

and which are r e f l e c t e d i n h i s e x e g e t i c a l w o r k s , 3 5 i t made 

p e r f e c t sense f o r Bede t o i n c l u d e m i r a c l e s t o r i e s i n h i s 

h i s t o r i c a l w r i t i n g s . They were r e l a t e d t o h i s b e l i e f i n t h e 

pr o v i d e n c e and omnipotence o f God which was h i s main 

t h e o l o g i c a l premise, t h e y demonstrated t h e t r u t h o f t h e 

or t h o d o x f a i t h , t h e y r e v e a l e d t h e s a n c t i t y o f t h e s a i n t s , 

t h e y were i n s t r u m e n t a l i n c o n v e r s i o n , and t h e y i l l u s t r a t e d 

t h e rewards o f v i r t u e . 3 6 I n t h i s l a s t p o i n t , C r e i d e r agrees 

w i t h R.D. Ray 3 7 and C a l v i n K e n d a l l 3 8 t h a t Bede was w o r k i n g 

w i t h a n o t i o n o f Historia which s t i l l c o n c eived i t as a 

branch o f r h e t o r i c , t h e purpose o f which was t o encourage 

and e d i f y . 3 9 C r e i d e r , t h e r e f o r e , t a k e s a d i f f e r e n t view o f 

t h e c o n v e r s i o n and i t s r e l a t i o n s h i p t o t h e m i r a c u l o u s from 

t h a t e n u n c i a t e d by Ro s e n t h a l , a r g u i n g t h a t f o r Bede 

m i r a c l e s were 'an i n t e g r a l p a r t o f t h e c o n v e r s i o n 

p r o c e s s ' . 4 0 J u s t as t h e m i r a c l e s o f Jesus and t h e a p o s t l e s 

had demonstrated t h e t r u t h o f t h e i r message, so t h e 

m i r a c l e s o f l a t t e r day s a i n t s d i d t h e same. 4 1 

However, t h e c o n t i n u i t y was not as s t r a i g h t f o r w a r d as 
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i t might have been. Bede's Historia was analogous t o Sacra 

Historia, not e x a c t l y p a r t o f i t , 4 2 and t h e r e f o r e , a l t h o u g h 

t h e m i r a c l e s o f h i s own age might be s i m i l a r t o t h o s e o f 

t h e B i b l e , and might be u n d e r s t o o d i n terms o f B i b l i c a l 

t e x t s , 4 3 t h e y d i f f e r e d i n t h e i r number, q u a l i t y and 

p u r p o s e . 4 4 T h i s apparent t e n s i o n i s one which Bede 

i n h e r i t e d f rom h i s mentors, A u g u s t i n e and Gregory I ; 4 5 

Bede's m i r a c l e s are t h e r e f o r e t o be understood p a r t l y i n 

terms o f t h e i n f l u e n c e on him o f t h e F a t h e r s . But Bede was 

not a f r a i d t o t h i n k f o r h i m s e l f as he s t u d i e d and i n c l u d e d 

m i r a c l e s t o r i e s . 4 6 

I n t h i s c o n t e n t i o n , C r e i d e r d i f f e r s markedly f r o m t h e 

proponents o f t h e f o u r t h view mentioned above; t h a t Bede's 

m i r a c l e s t o r i e s can be e x p l a i n e d by h i s e s s e n t i a l 

u n o r i g i n a l i t y as a s c h o l a r , and i n p a r t i c u l a r , i n h i s 

dependence on t h e w r i t i n g s o f Pope Gregory t h e Great. T h i s 

t h e s i s was f i r s t propounded by C.G. Loomis i n 1946, 4 7 

a c c o r d i n g t o whom, Bede, 'the f a t h e r o f E n g l i s h 

hagiography', chose t o a v o i d t h e most f a n t a s t i c o f wonder 

t a l e s , such as those recorded much l a t e r about C u t h b e r t or 

A u g u s t i n e , 4 8 and toned down some o f h i s s t o r i e s u n t i l t h e y 

became ' m i r a c l e s w i t h i n t h e bounds o f l i k e l i h o o d ' . 4 9 But 

above a l l , Bede d i d not want t o r e s t on h i s own a u t h o r i t y ; 

a c c o r d i n g t o Loomis, Bede was not an o r i g i n a t o r o f m i r a c l e 

m a t e r i a l . His 'orthodoxy l e d him t o depend on r e c o g n i z e d 

t y p e s ' , 5 0 so he tended t o s e l e c t m i r a c l e s t o r i e s which were 

i n i m i t a t i o n o f another h o l y person, and was e s p e c i a l l y 
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r e a s s u r e d i f an analogue c o u l d be found i n t h e Dialogi o f 

Gregory I . 'The papal a u t h o r i t y o f Gregory t h e Great c o u l d 

not be q u e s t i o n e d 1 ; 5 1 i n p a r t i c u l a r (Loomis argued) Bede's 

t r e a t m e n t o f C u t h b e r t has t o be understood as c l o s e l y 

r e l a t e d t o t h e l i f e o f B e nedict as i t i s r e c o r d e d i n t h e 

Dialogi,52 but t h e t h e s i s a l s o was a p p l i e d t o t h e whole o f 

the Ecclesiastical History. The problem w i t h a ' c a t c h - a l l ' 

t h e s i s such as t h i s i s t h a t , w h i l s t i t cannot be denied 

t h a t t h e Dialogi were known t o Bede, and t h a t he r e c o g n i z e d 

some p a r a l l e l s , t h e s l i g h t e s t o f s i m i l a r i t i e s can be f o r c e d 

t o f i t t h e argument. For i n s t a n c e , i n d e a l i n g w i t h t h e 

s t o r y o f t h e two Hewalds, w i t h which we began, Loomis 

concedes t h a t 'miraculous t r a n s p o r t a t i o n by water i s badly 

r e p r e s e n t e d i n both Gregory and Bede', and o f f e r s t h e t a l e 

of a s h i p which s a i l e d f o r e i g h t days a l t h o u g h f u l l o f 

water as t h e o n l y p a r a l l e l a v a i l a b l e from t h e Dialogi.53 

The i n f l u e n c e o f Gregory on t h e E n g l i s h r e c o r d e r s o f 

th e m i r a c u l o u s i s t h e theme o f c h a p t e r two o f t h i s t h e s i s ; 

i n r e l a t i o n t o Bede alone i t has been t h e s u b j e c t o f t h e 

most r e c e n t c o n t r i b u t i o n t o t h e debate. W i l l i a m McCready's 

book, p u b l i s h e d i n 1 9 9 4 , 5 4 i s p r e s e n t e d as a sequel t o h i s 

e a r l i e r work on Gregory I . 5 5 McCready's t h e s i s i s t h a t Bede 

has been m i s r e p r e s e n t e d by t h o s e who argue t h a t h i s 

approach t o t h e m i r a c u l o u s was more d i s c r i m i n a t i n g t h a n 

t h a t o f h i s c o n t e m p o r a r i e s . W h i l s t Bede was a man o f 

c o n s i d e r a b l e s c i e n t i f i c achievement who understood t h e 

m i r a c u l o u s as events which d e f i e d t h e p e r c e i v e d n a t u r a l 
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o r d e r (as d i d G r e g o r y ) , he a l l o w e d t h e h a g i o g r a p h i c a l 

t r a d i t i o n t o d i c t a t e t o him m i r a c l e s t o r i e s f o r i n c l u s i o n 

i n h i s work, because he was 'even more c r e d u l o u s than many 

o t h e r e a r l y medieval t h i n k e r s . 1 5 6 McCready comes t o t h i s 

c o n c l u s i o n from a c o n s i d e r a t i o n o f Bede 1s e x e g e t i c a l works, 

i n which he d e t e c t s a tendency t o accept t h e l i t e r a l 

meaning o f t h e t e x t when e a r l i e r commentaries had looked 

f o r an a l l e g o r i c a l u n d e r s t a n d i n g . Even more so t h a n 

Rosenthal and C r e i d e r , McCready g i v e s a g r e a t deal o f 

c o n s i d e r a t i o n t o t h e i s s u e o f sources, o f f e r i n g a 

s t a t i s t i c a l a n a l y s i s t o compare Bede's use o f w i t n e s s e s 

w i t h Gregory's, and concludes t h a t Bede's method (when o n l y 

t h e most r e c e n t events are under c o n s i d e r a t i o n ) 'does not 

match Gregorian p r a c t i c e , [ b u t ] i t comes c l o s e . ' 5 7 However, 

McCready i s s c o r n f u l o f t h e s u p p o r t t h a t Bede o f f e r s f o r 

some o f h i s w i t n e s s e s , n o t i n g a tendency t o appeal t o 

w i t n e s s e s n o t a b l e f o r t h e i r moral r a t h e r than t h e i r 

i n t e l l e c t u a l c a p a c i t y ; 5 8 whereas f o r C r e i d e r t h i s i m p l i e s 

t h a t t h e i s s u e a t s t a k e was always one o f v e r a c i t y r a t h e r 

than p r o b a b i l i t y , 5 9 McCready's c o n c l u s i o n i s t h a t t h e 

c i r c u m s t a n c e s o f t h e w r i t i n g f o r c e d Bede t o t a k e h i s 

w i t n e s s e s on t r u s t . 6 0 

McCready's approach a t t h i s p o i n t widens t h e debate, 

by r e c o g n i z i n g t h a t t h e i s s u e o f w i t n e s s e s i s bound up w i t h 

t he q u e s t i o n o f v e r a c i t y and c r e d u l i t y . Did Bede b e l i e v e 

t h e s t o r i e s he r e c o r d e d t o be t r u e ? Many s c h o l a r s have 

assumed t h a t he d i d . A c c o r d i n g t o R o s e n t h a l , Bede ' b e l i e v e d 
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i n m i r a c l e s as he knew h i s own name.' 6 1 McCready i s not so 

sure. Bede d i d not b e l i e v e t h a t t h e work o f an h i s t o r i a n 

was t o r e c o r d u n t r u t h s , but h i s commitment t o h i s t o r i c a l 

v e r a c i t y was on oc c a s i o n compromised, and he p r o v i d e s an 

e x p l a n a t i o n from t h e Fathers t o j u s t i f y Bede's p o s i t i o n . 

A l t h o u g h Bede c l a i m e d t o know, and r e f e r r e d t o , A ugustine's 

De Mendacio, he does not adopt t h e p a t r i s t i c p o s i t i o n 

o u t l i n e d t h e r e (and echoed by Gregory) t h a t l y i n g i s always 

s i n f u l and i s not t o l e r a t e d i n s c r i p t u r e o r h i s t o r y . 6 2 

Rather, Bede was i n f l u e n c e d by Cassian and Jerome, who 

accepted t h e n o t i o n o f t h e j u s t i f i a b l e f a l s e h o o d , and found 

examples i n t h e B i b l e , where even t h e s a i n t s ' t o make a 

s p i r i t u a l p o i n t , compromised w i t h t h e t r u t h ' . McCready 

concludes t h a t ' i t s hould not a s t o n i s h us t o d i s c o v e r t h a t 

o c c a s i o n a l l y Bede h i m s e l f may have done t h e same'. 6 3 The 

i s s u e o f t h e h i s t o r i c a l r e l i a b i l i t y o f Bede's (and h i s 

c o n t e m p o r a r i e s ' ) s t o r i e s i s t h e s u b j e c t o f c h a p t e r f i v e o f 

t h i s t h e s i s . For t h e p r e s e n t , i t i s s u f f i c i e n t t o note t h a t 

t h e c ore o f McCready's argument remains t h a t Bede ( h i s 

lower s t a n d a r d o f v e r a c i t y n o t w i t h s t a n d i n g ) was h e a v i l y 

i n f l u e n c e d by Gregory. He accepts w h o l l y t h e Loomis t h e s i s 

t h a t Bede used t h e Dialogi as a 'touchstone o f 

a u t h e n t i c i t y ' . 6 4 Bede was a l s o i n f l u e n c e d by Gregory i n h i s 

e x e g e t i c a l work, and w i t h each w r i t e r t h e r e i s p e r c e i v e d t o 

be a t e n s i o n . Both i m p l i e d i n t h e i r h o m i l i e s and 

commentaries t h a t t h e purpose o f t h e m i r a c l e i s a p o l o g e t i c 

and t h e r e f o r e i t s o c c urrence i s c o n f i n e d t o t h e e a r l y 
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h i s t o r y o f t h e Church, and y e t b o t h recorded modern m i r a c l e 

s t o r i e s . Again, t h i s p o i n t w i l l be examined i n c h a p t e r 

f i v e , where t h e r e l a t i o n s h i p o f m i r a c l e s t o c o n v e r s i o n i s 

e x p l o r e d . McCready's c o n c l u s i o n , 6 5 t h a t Gregory was 

j u s t i f i e d i n b e l i e v i n g t h a t he s t i l l l i v e d i n t h e e a r l y 

days o f t h e Church whereas Bede d i d not i s not one shared 

by t h e p r e s e n t w r i t e r , as w i l l be seen. 

The f i n a l approach t o Bede's m i r a c l e s ( o f f e r e d as t h e 

second u n d e r s t a n d i n g o f t h e Hewalds s t o r y ) searches f o r 

s p i r i t u a l meaning w i t h i n t h e t e x t . Henry M a y r - H a r t i n g 

t y p i f i e d t h i s way o f l o o k i n g a t t h e s t o r i e s . S t a r t i n g from 

t h e assumption t h a t Bede's d e l i g h t i n m i r a c l e s p r e s e n t s 

' f o r many readers o f today t h e c h i e f o b s t a c l e t o complete 

sympathy and r a p p o r t ' w i t h t h e a u t h o r o f t h e Historia 

Ecclesiastics,66 M a y r - H a r t i n g adopted t h e Colgrave p o s i t i o n 

t h a t t h e s e s t o r i e s were p a r t l y e x p l a i n e d by t h e 'wider 

c i r c u l a t i o n o f t h e book'. Paganism had gone, and t h e p u b l i c 

were t o be shown t h a t C h r i s t i a n i t y was not a poor 

s u b s t i t u t e f o r t h e magic o f t h e i r o l d b e l i e f s . However, 

t h i s m i r a c l e m a t e r i a l was not s i m p l y a p a n d e r i n g t o p u b l i c 

t a s t e . The sources quoted demonstrate t h a t t h e s t o r i e s were 

t o l d w i t h i n Bede's 'own h i g h l y educated c i r c l e ' , 6 7 and 

w i t h i n such a c o n f r a t e r n i t y t h e y were r e l a t e d not j u s t t o 

arouse a d m i r a t i o n but w i t h an eye t o t h e s p i r i t u a l 

s i g n i f i c a n c e . M a y r - H a r t i n g concluded t h a t i t 'was t h e moral 

aspect o f m i r a c l e s which was p r i m a r i l y i m p o r t a n t t o 

Bede', 6 8 t h a t i s t o say, t h e s t o r i e s were t o l d t o 
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i l l u s t r a t e what was p o s s i b l e f o r people who l i v e d c l o s e t o 

God. 

I t i s an argument c l o s e t o t h a t o f f e r e d by Sr. 

Benedicta Ward i n her paper f o r t h e 1973 volume, Famulus 

Christi.eQ From Sr. Benedicta's p o i n t o f view, Colgrave's 

h e s i t a t i o n was r e a l l y m i s p l a c e d ; Bede was by no means 

unusual i n u s i n g s t o r i e s o f t h e m i r a c u l o u s , as most o f t h e 

g r e a t minds o f t h e mi d d l e ages d i d t h e same. 7 0 However, i t 

i s i n c o n t r a s t t o some o f th o s e o t h e r w r i t e r s t h a t t h e 

s u b t l e t y o f Bede's a t t i t u d e i s r e v e a l e d . There i s n o t h i n g 

crude i n t h e s t o r i e s which t h e Jarrow w r i t e r r e l a t e s and no 

s u g g e s t i o n t h a t t h e y were used s i m p l y t o i n s p i r e wonder. 

Bede was i n t e r e s t e d i n t h e s i g n i f i c a n c e , not t h e e x t e r n a l 

marvel 1ousness, o f t h e m i r a c l e s . T h e r e f o r e , f u l l y t o 

understand t h e Bede m i r a c l e s t o r i e s , i t has t o be 

a p p r e c i a t e d t h a t Bede used them 'from w i t h i n ' , and i n t h r e e 

d i f f e r e n t ways. 7 1 F i r s t l y , t h e r e was a moral dimension - so 

th e audience was e x h o r t e d t o h o l i n e s s o r warned a g a i n s t 

s i n . 7 2 Secondly, t h e r e was a m i s s i o n a r y b i a s - a m i r a c l e 

s t o r y o f t e n i l l u m i n a t e d t h e s i g n i f i c a n c e o f t h e account o f 

th e c o n v e r s i o n (as c o u l d be argued f o r t h e Hewalds s t o r y 

w i t h which we b e g a n ) . 7 3 And t h i r d l y , a s t o r y might have an 

e x t r a dimension p e c u l i a r t o i t s e l f - f o r example, i n t h e 

famous s t o r y o f Caedmon and h i s sudden a c q u i s i t i o n o f a 

s i n g i n g v o i c e , Bede draws a c o n t r a s t between Caedmon's 

verse and t h a t o f h i s peers, t o t h e d e t r i m e n t o f t h e 

l a t t e r ; t h e s t o r y i s , Sr Benedicta argues, 'a p i e c e o f 
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l i t e r a r y c r i t i c i s m 1 . 7 4 S i m i l a r l y , she i d e n t i f i e s an 

e c c l e s i o l o g i c a l message i n t h e s t o r y o f Lawrence's 

s c o u r g i n g by Peter, an anecdote which serves as a s i g n o f 

papal a u t h o r i t y over t h e E n g l i s h C h u r c h . 7 5 

T h i s i s an approach t o t h e Bedan m a t e r i a l t h a t has 

much t o recommend i t , and which seems e s p e c i a l l y 

a p p r o p r i a t e t o t h e s t o r y o f Caedmon, as t h e number o f 

a r t i c l e s a d d r e s s i n g i n d e t a i l t h a t p a r t i c u l a r n a r r a t i v e 

i n d i c a t e s . 7 6 I n b r i e f , Sr. B e nedicta and those o f l i k e mind 

understand Bede as a s p i r i t u a l w r i t e r , o f f e r i n g h i s work t o 

o t h e r s w i t h a s i m i l a r s c h o o l i n g , and so m i r a c l e s t o r i e s are 

i n c l u d e d because t h e y enable Bede t o draw out some added 

s p i r i t u a l meaning from h i s account. However, t h e a n a l y s i s 

i n t h e Famulus Christi paper i s based on o n l y t h r e e 

s t o r i e s , and t h i s s e l e c t i o n may be s i g n i f i c a n t , even 

d e c e p t i v e , as these are a t y p i c a l o f t h e Historia 

Ecclesiastica as an whole. They are t h r e e o f t h e f u l l e r 

m i r a c l e s t o r i e s i n t h e work, and none o f them i s 

p a r t i c u l a r l y p r o b l e m a t i c . Even t h e most s c e p t i c a l modern 

reader would admit t h a t ( v e r y o c c a s i o n a l l y ) a f r u s t r a t e d 

m u s i c i a n ( l i k e Caedmon) might suddenly d i s c o v e r w i t h i n 

h e r / h i m s e l f a t a l e n t t h a t s/he d i d not b e l i e v e s/he had, 

t h a t a person a t a moment o f c r i s i s might ( l i k e Lawrence) 

have an e x t r a o r d i n a r i l y v i v i d dream (and t h e r e have been 

accounts o f p h y s i c a l i n j u r i e s b e i n g m a n i f e s t e d i n such a 

w a y ) , 7 7 or t h a t broken heads do sometimes heal more q u i c k l y 

when (as w i t h Herebald) o t h e r f a c t o r s w i t h i n t h e s u f f e r e r ' s 
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l i f e are r e c t i f i e d . Here, because we are not d i s t r a c t e d by 

e i t h e r amazement or i n c r e d u l i t y , i t i s c o m p a r a t i v e l y easy 

t o r e c o g n i z e t h e ' i n n e r meaning'. I t i s l e s s easy t o 

e x p l a i n t h o s e p a r t s o f t h e t e x t , l i k e t h e B a r k i n g c y c l e , 

f o r i n s t a n c e , 7 8 where s t o r y a f t e r s t o r y makes t h e same 

p o i n t ; but i t has t o be conceded t h a t t h e r e are few 

occasions when i t i s not c l e a r t h a t Bede's work o f f e r e d a 

s p i r i t u a l t r u t h t o h i s r e a d e r s . The same c o u l d not be s a i d , 

argues Sr Be n e d i c t a , f o r o t h e r mediaeval h i s t o r i a n s , such 

as W i l l i a m o f Malmesbury or F l o r e n c e o f W o r c e s t e r . 7 9 

But t h a t i s t o draw t h e wrong p a r a l l e l . I f t h e 

m i r a c l e s t h a t Bede re c o r d e d e x i s t e d i n i s o l a t i o n , as t h e 

o n l y example o f m i r a c l e s t o r i e s recorded i n e a r l y 

e i g h t h - c e n t u r y England, then t h a t he d i s p l a y e d a s u p e r i o r 

l i t e r a r y t a l e n t t o t h a t o f l a t e r w r i t e r s might be about a l l 

t h a t c o u l d be s a i d . But t h e m i r a c l e s o f t h e Historia 

Ecclesiastica belong t o a much w i d e r group o f 

contemporaneous s t o r i e s not c o n f i n e d t o works w r i t t e n by 

Bede. Colgrave r e c o g n i z e d t h i s , a l t h o u g h h i s i n f e r e n c e was 

t h a t i n t h e Historia Abbatum and Historia Ecclesi asti ca 

Bede had somewhat r i s e n above h i s peers by moving away from 

'mere h a g i o g r a p h y 1 . 8 0 D o u b t l e s s , t h e b r e a d t h o f Bede's 

achievement was o u t s t a n d i n g , even i f we dare assume t h a t 

o t h e r w r i t e r s produced works which have s i n c e been l o s t on 

t h e s u b j e c t s t h a t Bede t a c k l e d . D oubtless a l s o , t h e s t y l e 

and c l a r i t y o f Bede's L a t i n l e a d us t o d e s c r i b e him as a 

b e t t e r w r i t e r t h a n some o f h i s c o n t e m p o r a r i e s . 8 1 But i t 
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would be wrong, on those c o u n t s , t o assume t h a t Bede's 

a t t i t u d e t o t h e m i r a c u l o u s was n e c e s s a r i l y d i f f e r e n t from 

t h a t o f o t h e r E n g l i s h w r i t e r s o f t h e t i m e . That Bede d e a l t 

w i t h t h e same s u b j e c t m a t t e r as o t h e r w r i t e r s o f t h e l a t e 

seventh and e a r l y e i g h t h c e n t u r i e s , 8 2 sometimes t o l d t h e 

same s t o r i e s as t h e y d i d , 8 3 and a d m i t t e d t o be i n g dependent 

on o t h e r people's w o r k , 8 4 l e a d us t o conclude t h a t t h e Bede 

s t o r i e s should not be t r e a t e d a l o n e . T h i s o p i n i o n i s 

s t r e n g t h e n e d when we note t h a t some o f t h e Bede s t o r i e s a r e 

s i m i l a r t o th o s e t o l d by o t h e r a u t h o r s , a l t h o u g h t o l d i n 

r e l a t i o n t o d i f f e r e n t c h a r a c t e r s or e v e n t s . 8 5 Both C r e i d e r 

and McCready, f o r a l l t h a t t h e i r c o n c l u s i o n s d i f f e r , t r e a t 

Bede i n i s o l a t i o n ; but once he i s c o n s i d e r e d amongst h i s 

immediate c o n t e m p o r a r i e s as a r e c o r d e r o f t h e m i r a c u l o u s , 

Bede ceases n e c e s s a r i l y t o be t h e f o c u s o f our a t t e n t i o n 

( a l t h o u g h t h e sheer volume o f h i s work means t h a t he 

remains t h e main r e p r e s e n t a t i v e o f h i s age). The q u e s t i o n 

i s n o t , (pace C o l g r a v e ) 'why d i d Bede r e c o r d t h e s e m i r a c l e 

s t o r i e s ? ' . I t i s not (pace R o s e n t h a l ) , 'how can we s t i l l 

accept Bede as a s e r i o u s h i s t o r i a n when h i s work c o n t a i n s 

t h i s m a t e r i a l ? ' . Nor i s i t (pace McCready), 'how d i d an 

o u t s t a n d i n g t h i n k e r o f h i s t i m e approach t h i s s o r t o f s t o r y 

as Gregory I ' s d i s c i p l e ?'. Even t o ask ' w i t h what 

s p i r i t u a l meaning d i d Bede i n v e s t h i s m i r a c l e s t o r i e s ? ' (as 

Ward does), or ( t o f o l l o w C r e i d e r ) t o ask why anyone s h o u l d 

be s u r p r i s e d t h a t t h e au t h o r o f Bede's s c i e n t i f i c and 

e x e g e t i c a l works b e l i e v e d t h a t t h e r e were i n s t a n c e s o f 
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m i r a c u l o u s events i n h i s own t i m e , i s not t o deal w i t h t h e 

b a s i c q u e s t i o n . The fundamental i s s u e which needs t o be 

addressed i n r e l a t i o n t o t h e m i r a c l e s t o r i e s used by Bede 

i s one which r e c o g n i z e s t h e h i s t o r i c a l s i t u a t i o n i n which 

Bede worked, and t h e r e f o r e needs a l s o t o be asked o f h i s 

co n t e m p o r a r i e s ; i t can be f o r m u l a t e d as t h i s : g i v e n t h a t 

our major w r i t t e n sources f o r t h e e a r l y h i s t o r y o f t h e 

Anglo-Saxons are a m i x t u r e o f h i s t o r y and h a g i o g r a p h y , 8 6 

and g i v e n t h a t t h e y i n c l u d e a number o f s t o r i e s o f 

m i r a c u l o u s events (which we would not expect t o encounter 

i n a modern h i s t o r i a n ' s w r i t i n g ) , what can those s t o r i e s 

t e l l us about t h e a t t i t u d e t o t h e i r s u b j e c t which t h e 

E n g l i s h w r i t e r s employed? I n o t h e r words, can we (because 

t h e y are not a p a r t o f what we might u s u a l l y u n d e rstand as 

h i s t o r y ) make th e s e m i r a c l e s t o r i e s a window i n t o t h e minds 

of t h e Anglo-Saxon w r i t e r s ? 

'Eisque s c r i p t i s m e m o r i a l i b u s promulget' - t h e works under 

consi d e r a t i on. 

I n t h e main, t h i s t h e s i s c o n c e n t r a t e s on s t o r i e s about 

m i r a c u l o u s events c o n t a i n e d i n seven works, a l l o f which 

were composed i n England i n t h e f i r s t h a l f o f t h e e i g h t h 

c e n t u r y . 8 7 The f i r s t o f t h e s e works, as has a l r e a d y been 

d i s c u s s e d , i s Bede's Historia Ecclesiastica Gent is 

Anglorum. Also by Bede are two v e r s i o n s o f t h e Vita 

Cuthberti, t h e e a r l i e r i n v e r s e f o r m , 8 8 and t h e o t h e r i n 

p r o s e . 8 9 There i s t h i r d Vita Cuthberti, w r i t t e n by an 

I n t r o d u c t i o n 



25 

anonymous monk o f C u t h b e r t ' s house a t L i n d i s f a r n e . 9 0 

C u t h b e r t ' s contemporary (we might almost say r i v a l ) , t h e 

c o n t r o v e r s i a l e c c l e s i a s t i c W i l f r i d , was a l s o t h e s u b j e c t o f 

a Vita w r i t t e n by one Stephanus, a monk from h i s own 

community. 9 1 Less prominent i n t h e h i s t o r y o f t h e t i m e than 

e i t h e r o f t h e two g r e a t bishops was G u t h l a c , an h e r m i t who 

d i e d a t Crowland i n t h e fens i n about 714, and who i s known 

t o us t h r o u g h a vita w r i t t e n s h o r t l y a f t e r h i s death by 

someone c a l l i n g h i m s e l f F e l i x . 9 2 F i n a l l y , t h e e a r l i e s t 

known l i f e o f Pope Gregory I was w r i t t e n i n England, by an 

unnamed r e s i d e n t o f t h e monastery founded by Hi I d a t 

Streoneshalh. 93 

A p a r t from t h e Historia Ecclesiastica, t h e s e works 

form something o f an homogeneous group, and have been 

t r e a t e d as s u c h , 9 4 a l o n g w i t h two o t h e r h a g i o g r a p h i e s which 

emanated from Wearmouth-Jarrow, each o f which r e j o i c e s i n 

t h e t i t l e Historia Abbatum. One o f t h e s e 9 5 i s c e r t a i n l y by 

Bede; 9 6 t h e i d e n t i t y o f t h e a u t h o r o f t h e o t h e r ( w h i c h , 

because o f t h e dominance o f t h e second abbot, C e o l f r i t h , i n 

t h e work i s u s u a l l y r e f e r r e d t o as t h e Vita Ceolfridi)97 

has not been e s t a b l i s h e d . I t has been argued t h a t i t i s 

a l s o by Bede, and was an h a s t i l y w r i t t e n c o m p o s i t i o n , 

penned i n response t o C e o l f r i t h ' s d e p a r t u r e and death i n 

716 and l a t e r subsumed when t h e Historia Abbatum was 

w r i t t e n . 9 8 For our p r e s e n t purpose, these two works s t a n d a 

l i t t l e a p a r t from t h e r e s t o f t h e group as t h e y are 

d i s t i n g u i s h e d by t h e almost complete absence o f m i r a c l e 
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s t o r i e s f rom t h e i r pages, an om i s s i o n which i s i n i t s e l f 

i n t e r e s t i n g , and which may account f o r t h e small number o f 

s u r v i v i n g m a n u s c r i p t s , i n d i c a t i n g a c o m p a r a t i v e l a c k o f 

p o p u l a r i t y i n t h e m i d d l e a g e s . " 

The s t o r i e s found i n those works ( w i t h t h e s i n g l e 

a d d i t i o n o f a m i r a c l e from t h e monastery o f W e n l o c k ) 1 0 0 are 

indexed i n t h e appendices t o t h i s t h e s i s , and t h e 

c o n c l u s i o n s d i s c u s s e d h e r e i n are t h o s e reached from an 

a n a l y s i s o f them. A p a r t from t h e need t o f i n d a more 

s a t i s f a c t o r y answer t o t h e 'problem' o f t h e Bede m i r a c l e s , 

they have been s e l e c t e d f o r two reasons; one i s t h a t , as 

w i l l be seen, t h e r e i s a c o n s i d e r a b l e area o f o v e r l a p p i n g , 

w i t h t h e r e l a t i o n o f s t o r i e s about t h e same c h a r a c t e r s , and 

even two or t h r e e v e r s i o n s o f t h e same s t o r i e s . The sample 

t h e r e f o r e p r o v i d e s a b a s i s t o t e s t o u t p o s s i b l e p a t t e r n s o f 

t r a n s m i s s i o n , 1 0 1 and t o i d e n t i f y t h e purpose o f t h e 

a u t h o r s . 1 0 2 The o t h e r reason f o r c o n t r o l l i n g t h e data base 

i n t h i s way was t h a t t hese are a l l m i r a c l e s t o r i e s set 

d u r i n g t h e r e c e n t h i s t o r y o f t h e A n g l o - S a x o n s ; 1 0 3 as such, 

they a l l o w us t o see something o f t h e a t t i t u d e s o f our 

w r i t e r s t o t h e i r own p a s t . 1 0 4 T h i s does n o t p r e t e n d , 

however, t o be an e x h a u s t i v e l i s t o f t h e m i r a c l e s t o r i e s 

recorded i n l a t e s e v e n t h - or e a r l y e i g h t h - c e n t u r y England. 

Aldhelm r e l a t e d a number o f m i r a c l e s t o r i e s i n t h e prose 

and verse De Virginitate, and i n t h e f o u r t h Carmen 

Ecclesiastica, and no a t t e m p t t o u n d e r s t a n d t h e t h o u g h t o f 

the Anglo-Saxon church o f t h i s d a t e on any i s s u e would be 
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complete w i t h o u t r e f e r e n c e t o t h e s c h o l a r o f Malmesbury. 

However, a l l t h e Aldhelm s t o r i e s are drawn from t h e B i b l e 

or c o n t i n e n t a l hagiography, so, w h i l s t t h e y i l l u s t r a t e 

something o f t h e way i n which s t o r i e s were u s e d , 1 0 5 because 

t h e y are not o r i g i n a l t o England i n t h e way t h a t those i n 

t h e d ata base a r e , t h e y do not convey t h e same h i s t o r i c a l 

p e r t i n e n c e . S i m i l a r l y , t h e m i r a c l e s i n t h e Vita Felicis o f 

Bede are not i n c l u d e d i n t h e index, i n t h a t w h i l s t t h a t 

work t e l l s us something o f Bede's m e t h o d s , 1 0 6 i t t e l l s us 

n o t h i n g o f t h e way i n which m i r a c l e s t o r i e s o r i g i n a t e d and 

were shared i n Anglo-Saxon England. 

W h i l s t , as w i l l be seen from t h e appendix t o t h i s 

t h e s i s , t h e works from which t h e s t o r i e s have been drawn 

are c l o s e l y r e l a t e d , p r e c i s e l y how t h e y are so r e l a t e d has 

been a m a t t e r f o r some d i s c u s s i o n . Colgrave b e l i e v e d t h e 

e a r l i e s t o f t h e works t o be t h e Anonymous Vita 

Cuthberti;107 a l l t h a t can be s a i d w i t h c e r t a i n t y i s t h a t 

t h i s work was w r i t t e n a t t h e request o f E a d f r i t h , who was 

bishop o f L i n d i s f a r n e from 698 t o 7 2 1 . 1 0 8 I t r e l a t e s t h e 

opening o f C u t h b e r t ' s c o f f i n and t h e d i s c o v e r y o f h i s 

u n c o r r u p t e d corpse eleven y e a r s a f t e r h i s d e a t h , 1 0 9 and 

then t h r e e f u r t h e r m i r a c l e s a t t r i b u t e d t o C u t h b e r t ' s 

posthumous powers, t h e l a s t o f which i s s a i d t o have 

o c c u r r e d ' i n p r a e s e n t i a n n o ' . 1 1 0 A reasonable assumption 

might t h e n be t h a t t h e work was composed i n t h e f i r s t 

decade o f t h e e i g h t h c e n t u r y , an assumption s t r e n g t h e n e d by 

t h e mention o f A l d f r i t h ' . . . q u i nunc regnat p a c i f i c e . . . ' , 
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s u g g e s t i n g t h a t t h e k i n g (who d i e d i n 705), was a l i v e a t 

t h e t i m e o f w r i t i n g . 1 1 1 The Vita r e c o u n t s , i n a more or 

l e s s b i o g r a p h i c a l o r d e r , C u t h b e r t ' s c h i l d h o o d , h i s y o u t h , 

d u r i n g which he served i n t h e a r m y , 1 1 2 h i s v i s i o n o f t h e 

death o f Aidan, h i s l a t e r e n t r y i n t o t h e r e l i g i o u s l i f e , 

h i s monastic c a r e e r a t Ripon, Melrose and L i n d i s f a r n e , h i s 

l i f e as a s o l i t a r y on Fame, h i s r e l u c t a n t p r o m o t i o n t o t h e 

episcopacy, h i s r e t i r e m e n t back t o Fame, h i s death and 

b u r i a l , and (as has been s a i d ) , t h e t r a n s l a t i o n o f h i s 

remains, t h e d i s c o v e r y o f h i s corpse i n t a c t , and a few 

posthumous m i r a c l e s . Time and a g a i n , t h e w r i t e r c l a i m s t h a t 

t h e r e were many o t h e r m i r a c l e s which he was not a b l e t o 

i n c l u d e , f o r f e a r o f wearying h i s a u d i e n c e . 1 1 3 The work i s 

c l e a r l y , as Colgra v e showed, dependent on c o n t i n e n t a l 

models; t h e Vita Martini i s quoted e x t e n s i v e l y , and i t i s 

apparent t h a t t h e w r i t e r a l s o knew t h e Vita Antonii and t h e 

Actus Sy7vestri.1 1 4 However, t h e a u t h o r ' s knowledge o f 

these c o n t i n e n t a l l i v e s does not seem t o have had a marked 

e f f e c t on t h e c h o i c e and use o f m i r a c l e s t o r i e s w i t h i n t h e 

w o r k ; 1 1 5 i t i s i n t h e ' c o n v e n t i o n a l ' passages ( t h e p r e f a c e s 

and summations) t h a t t h e i r i n f l u e n c e i s shown. The L i f e i s 

remarkable f o r t h e amount o f t o p o g r a p h i c a l d e t a i l t h a t i t 

i n c l u d e s ; p l a c e names f o r t h e s i t e s o f m i r a c l e s are o f t e n 

g i v e n (and sometimes d e s c r i p t i o n s o f t h e l a n d s c a p e ) , and 

t h e r e i s u s e f u l i n f o r m a t i o n about t h e p a t t e r n o f monastic 

l i f e t o be drawn from t h e accounts o f C u t h b e r t ' s e a r l y 

c a r e e r . 1 1 6 
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Very d i f f e r e n t i n t h i s r e g a r d i s t h e Vita Cuthberti 

which Bede w r o t e i n ver s e . Here t h e r e i s almost a t o t a l 

absence o f such d e t a i l , which may be due e i t h e r (as Levison 

b e l i e v e d ) 1 1 7 t o t h e demands o f form and metre o r (as 

Lapidge has argued) t o t h e i n f l u e n c e o f Bede's model f o r 

t h i s work, a s i x t h - c e n t u r y m e t r i c a l v e r s i o n o f t h e A c t s o f 

the A p o s t l e s by A r a t o r . 1 1 8 The d e a r t h o f such u s e f u l 

i n f o r m a t i o n i s one o f t h e reasons why t h i s work i s 

d i f f i c u l t t o d a t e ; a n o t h e r i s i t s p e c u l i a r m a n u s c r i p t 

h i s t o r y . A p a r t from t h e two main groups o f c o p i e s , t h e r e i s 

one s u r v i v i n g m a n u s c r i p t , t h e Besancon , which belongs t o 

n e i t h e r f a m i l y and i s b e l i e v e d by Lapidge t o be o f an 

e a r l i e r d r a f t o f t h e w o r k . 1 1 9 I t i s p o s s i b l e t h a t t h e 

v e r s i o n known i n England was t h e l a t e r r e v i s i o n ; d e s p i t e 

th e f a c t t h a t Bede made i t c l e a r t h a t he wrote t h e poem 

about C u t h b e r t f i r s t , A l c u i n b e l i e v e d t h a t t h e prose l i f e 

was t h e e a r l i e r w o r k . 1 2 0 The d e d i c a t i o n on the poem throws 

no l i g h t on i t s d a t e e i t h e r ; Bede o f f e r s i t t o John, o f 

whom we know n o t h i n g e l s e . Lapidge argues f o r a d a t i n g 

w i t h i n t h e f i r s t decade o f t h e e i g h t h c e n t u r y , 1 2 1 but as he 

a l s o n o t e s , t h e way i n which t h e poem places C u t h b e r t i n a 

' t i m e l e s s , p l a c e l e s s f r a m e w o r k ' , 1 2 2 removes most o f t h e 

c l u e s t h a t would enable us c o n f i d e n t l y t o place t h e Vita i n 

r e l a t i o n t o Bede's o t h e r works. I t i s , l i k e much o f Bede's 

p o e t r y , a d i f f i c u l t work t o read, f u l l o f B i b l i c a l and 

c l a s s i c a l resonances, and w i t h an economy o f s t y l e ; i t i s 

o n l y w i t h t h e prose l i f e t o hand t h a t some of t h e c h a p t e r s 
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can be u n d e r s t o o d . 1 2 3 S i g n i f i c a n t l y , i t has never been 

t r a n s l a t e d . 1 2 4 

Perhaps Bede's c o n t e m p o r a r i e s a l s o found t h e poem 

inc o m p r e h e n s i b l e . That would e x p l a i n why a prose l i f e was 

requested, a l t h o u g h why E a d f r i t h ( t o whom Bede's prose Vita 

Cuthberti i s d e d i c a t e d ) s h o u l d have commissioned t h e Jarrow 

s c h o l a r as w e l l as one o f h i s own monks t o w r i t e a l i f e o f 

the L i n d i s f a r n e s a i n t i s something o f a mystery. The 

s o l u t i o n p r o f f e r e d by W. B e r s c h i n m a i n t a i n s t h a t Bede was 

d i s s a t i s f i e d w i t h t h e Anonymous a u t h o r ' s a t t e m p t t o produce 

a companion work t o h i s m e t r i c a l l i f e , and t h e r e f o r e 

completed t h e s e t h i m s e l f . C o n t i n e n t a l s a i n t s such as 

M a r t i n had both a prose and a verse l i f e w r i t t e n i n t h e i r 

honour; C u t h b e r t was t o have had t h e same, but t h e 

arrangement o f t h e Anonymous' l i f e d i d not p r o v i d e balance 

t o t h e f o r t y - s i x c h a p t e r s o f t h e Vita Metrical25 The 

problem w i t h t h e B e r s c h i n t h e o r y i s t h a t t h e i n i t i a t i v e f o r 

the Bede Prose l i f e seems t o have come from L i n d i s f a r n e , 

not from B e d e . 1 2 6 The mystery r e m a i n s . 1 2 7 

L i k e t h e M e t r i c a l L i f e , Bede's Vita Prosaica Cuthberti 

i n c l u d e s episodes which are not t o be found i n t h e 

L i n d i s f a r n e L i f e . I t l a c k s some o f t h e d e t a i l which t h e 

Anonymous a u t h o r i n c l u d e d , a l t h o u g h o t h e r i n f o r m a t i o n , such 

as an eye-witness account o f C u t h b e r t ' s l a s t days, i s o n l y 

t o be found i n t h e Bede v e r s i o n . To da t e t h e Prose L i f e i s 

again d i f f i c u l t ; t h e d e d i c a t i o n t o E a d f r i t h p l a c e s i t 

between 698 and 721. The o n l y m i r a c l e which i s r e c o r d e d 
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a f t e r t h a t which appears as t h e l a s t i n t h e Anonymous L i f e 

can be no e a r l i e r than 6 9 9 - 7 0 0 , 1 2 8 and depends on a Jarrow, 

not a L i n d i s f a r n e source. T h e r e f o r e , a l t h o u g h many s c h o l a r s 

b e l i e v e t h a t Bede had t h e Anonymous L i f e b e f o r e him as he 

composed t h e Prose L i f e , 1 2 9 and t h e r e i s some reason t o 

b e l i e v e t h a t t h e Bede account was t h e l a t e r , 1 3 0 t h i s i s not 

a p o i n t on which i t i s p o s s i b l e t o be c e r t a i n . That t h e r e 

i s a l a r g e r number o f m i r a c l e s t o r i e s i n t h e Bede L i f e 

might be taken as a s i g n o f some development of t h e 

m a t e r i a l ; 1 3 1 however, as has been noted, t h e Anonymous 

m a i n t a i n e d t h a t he had chosen h i s m a t e r i a l from a g r e a t e r 

range a v a i l a b l e t o h i m . 1 3 2 I t i s remarkable, g i v e n t h e l a c k 

o f v e r b a l c o i n c i d e n c e , 1 3 3 t h a t t h e o r d e r o f episodes i s t h e 

same i n a l l t h r e e l i v e s , a f a c t which s t r e n g t h e n s t h e 

p r o b a b i l i t y t h a t Bede knew t h e work o f t h e Anonymous b e f o r e 

he w r o t e e i t h e r o f h i s own l i v e s . 

Bede appears t o admit as much i n t h e p r e f a c e t o t h e 

E c c l e s i a s t i c a l H i s t o r y : 

I n t e r quae notandum quod ea, quae de s a n c t i s s i m o 
p a t r e e t a n t i s t i t e Cudbercto v e l i n hoc volumine 
v e l i n l i b e l l o gestorum i p s i u s c o n s c r i p s i , p a r t i m 
ex e i s quae de i l l o p r i u s a f r a t r i b u s e c c l e s i a e 
L i n d i s f a r n e n s i s s c r i p t a r e p p e r i adsumsi, 
s i m p l i c i t e r f i d e m h i s t o r i a e quam legebam 
accommodans, p a r t i m v e r o ea quae c e r t i s s i m a 
f i d e l i u m v i v o r u m a d t e s t a t i o n e per me i p s e 
cognoscere p o t u i , s o l l e r t e r a d i c e r e c u r a v i . 1 3 4 

D e s p i t e t h e l a c k o f acknowledgment i n t h e Vita Prosaica, i t 

seems i m p o s s i b l e t h a t Bede d i d not know t h e Anonymous L i f e ; 

i t would be t o r t u o u s t o suggest t h a t t h e r e was y e t another 

v e r s i o n o f events w r i t t e n a t L i n d i s f a r n e , which has now 
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been l o s t . I f we need t o account f o r t h e l a c k o f v e r b a l 

dependance, t h e most l i k e l y e x p l a n a t i o n seems t o be t h a t 

Bede had t h e Anonymous b e f o r e him as he worked on t h e 

M e t r i c a l L i f e , but t h a t he no l o n g e r had access t o i t , or 

chose not t o use i t , f o r t h e Prose L i f e , w o r k i n g o n l y from 

h i s own poem and o t h e r m a t e r i a l he had c o l l e c t e d . 

Another p u z z l i n g area of i n t e r - r e l a t i o n s h i p i s t h a t 

c r e a t e d by t h e o v e r l a p p i n g s t o r i e s i n t h e E c c l e s i a s t i c a l 

H i s t o r y and t h e Vita Wilfridi. From t h e Synod o f 

S t r e o n j i s h a l h onwards, W i l f r i d was a commanding f i g u r e i n 

t h e E n g l i s h Church o f t h e seventh c e n t u r y . He, t h e r e f o r e , 

f e a t u r e s p r o m i n e n t l y i n t h e pages o f t h e E c c l e s i a s t i c a l 

H i s t o r y , and t h e p r e s e n t a t i o n o f so c o n t r o v e r s i a l a f i g u r e 

i n e v i t a b l y r a i s e s q u e s t i o n s o f o b j e c t i v i t y . Many 

commentators have a s s e r t e d t h a t Bede's t r e a t m e n t o f W i l f r i d 

i s u n s y m p a t h e t i c , 1 3 5 r e f e r r i n g not t o any o v e r t antagonism 

but t o ' d i s c r e e t s i l e n c e s 1 . 1 3 6 But i s t h e r e any sense i n 

which Bede's p r e s e n t a t i o n o f W i l f r i d i s h o s t i l e ? 1 3 7 I t i s 

d i f f i c u l t t o make a judgment on t h i s as Bede's W i l f r i d 

s t o r i e s are s c a t t e r e d i n t h e Historian38 C e r t a i n l y , 

W i l f r i d does not r e c e i v e t h e l o v i n g a t t e n t i o n t h a t i s 

accorded t o C u t h b e r t or John o f B e v e r l e y , but i t c o u l d be 

t h a t t h e y are t h e e x c e p t i o n ; as C u t h b e r t ' s b i o g r a p h e r , Bede 

would have known a g r e a t deal about t h e L i n d i s f a r n e s a i n t , 

and as someone o r d a i n e d by John might w e l l have f e l t an 

a f f e c t i o n f o r t h e b i s h o p . 1 3 9 Yet n e i t h e r f i g u r e s i n t h e 

h i s t o r y o f t h e Church i n q u i t e t h e same way as W i l f r i d 
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does, and t h e r e f o r e i t i s not s u r p r i s i n g t h a t t h e account 

o f W i l f r i d s h o u l d be d i s t r i b u t e d as i t i s t h r o u g h o u t t h e 

Historia. Yet t h e r e i s a b i o g r a p h i c a l c h a p t e r which t e l l s 

t h e s t o r y o f a pi o u s c h i l d who went t o L i n d i s f a r n e a t t h e 

age o f f o u r t e e n and r o s e , t h r o u g h r o y a l p a t ronage, t o be 

bishop o f t h e whole o f Northumbria but f e l l from f a v o u r and 

had t o f i g h t t o be r e s t o r e d t o h i s (much reduced) see, 

b e f o r e h i s e v e n t u a l , and remarkable d e a t h . 1 4 0 The ch a p t e r 

concludes w i t h t h e e p i t a p h over t h e tomb o f t h e ' a n t i s t e s 

e x i m i u s ' j t h e p a t t e r n o f o b i t u a r y and e p i t a p h was a l s o 

f o l l o w e d by Bede i n h i s t r e a t m e n t o f Gregory I and 

A e t h e l t h r y t h , t o n e i t h e r o f whom i t has been c l a i m e d t h a t 

Bede had taken a d i s l i k e . 1 4 1 I t i s o n l y i n comparison t o 

th e Vita Wilfridi t h a t Bede 1s t r e a t m e n t appears c o l d . 

The Vita Wilfridi i s an unashamedly p a r t i s a n work, t h e 

a u t h o r o f which was a member o f one o f W i l f r i d ' s 

f o u n d a t i o n s . 1 4 2 T h i s l i f e can be dated w i t h some accuracy 

t o between 710 and 715; t h e former date b e i n g t h e e a r l i e r 

p o s s i b i l i t y f o r t h e f i r s t a n n i v e r s a r y o f W i l f r i d ' s death 

( t h e o c c a s i o n o f t h e i n c i d e n t w i t h which t h e book 

c l o s e s ) 1 4 3 and t h e l a t t e r b e i n g t h e date o f t h e death o f 

A e l f f l a e d , t h e u b i q u i t o u s abbess o f S t r e o n e s h a l h , who i s 

s a i d s t i l l t o be a l i v e a t t h e t i m e o f w r i t i n g . 1 4 4 The 

i d e n t i t y o f t h e a u t h o r has been t h e s u b j e c t o f some debate. 

There are two e x t a n t m a n u s c r i p t s o f t h e work, n e i t h e r 

e a r l i e r than t h e e l e v e n t h c e n t u r y , i n one t h e a u t h o r i s 

named as Stephanus, i n t h e o t h e r as Heddius S t e p h a n u s . 1 4 5 
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The i d e n t i f i c a t i o n o f t h i s a u t h o r w i t h Aeddi, whom W i l f r i d 

t o o k from C a n t e r b u r y t o York as a s i n g i n g t e a c h e r , 1 4 6 was 

f i r s t made by W i l l i a m o f Malmesbury, and i t would appear 

t h a t t h e a s c r i p t i o n o f t h e work i n one manu s c r i p t t o 

'Heddium Stephanum Monachum Cantuar' i s a s i x t e e n t h - c e n t u r y 

i n t e r p o l a t i o n based on W i l l i a m ' s assumption. I t seems 

s a f e s t , t h e r e f o r e , t o f o l l o w F o l e y 1 4 7 and K i r b y 1 4 8 and t o 

r e f e r t o t h e a u t h o r o f t h e work s i m p l y as Stephen. 

Given t h a t i t was w r i t t e n i n t h e p e r i o d 710-715, i t i s 

p o s s i b l e t h a t Bede knew t h e Vita Wilfridi, but he d i d not 

acknowledge i t as a source i n t h e Historia Ecclesiastics. 

At a number o f p o i n t s , i t i s c l e a r t h a t Bede c o u l d not have 

been w o r k i n g from Stephen's account, b u t had h i s own 

i n f o r m a n t s f o r h i s W i l f r i d s t o r i e s ; 1 4 9 i t i s o n l y i n t h e 

o b i t u a r y t h a t Bede's summary o f W i l f r i d ' s c a r e e r 

corresponds c l o s e l y t o what we f i n d i n t h e Vita. G a b r i e l l e 

I s e n b e r g has o f f e r e d t h e s o l u t i o n t h a t Bede o n l y came 

across t h e Vita as he was w o r k i n g on book V. 1 5 0 There i s , 

however, no i n d i c a t i o n t h a t Bede c o p i e d v e r b a t i m from t h e 

Vita, and d i f f e r e n c e s remain even between H.E. V, 19 and 

t h e l / 7 ' t a . 1 5 1 Bede r e p o r t s elsewhere t h a t he o b t a i n e d h i s 

i n f o r m a t i o n from A c c a , 1 5 2 and Stephen r e l i e d on t h e b i s h o p 

o f Hexham (who, a l o n g w i t h T a t b e r t , commissioned t h e work) 

f o r some o f h i s m a t e r i a l , 1 5 3 so many s i m i l a r i t i e s can be 

e x p l a i n e d as due t o a common source. 

The e x i s t e n c e o f a b i o g r a p h i c a l c h a p t e r i n t h e 

Historia Ecclesiastica and a f u l l l e n g t h vita i s a l s o t h e 
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s i t u a t i o n when we c o n s i d e r t h e m i r a c l e s a t t r i b u t e d t o 

Gregory I . The vita w r i t t e n i n England i n t h e e a r l y e i g h t h 

c e n t u r y i s t h e e a r l i e s t e x t a n t l i f e o f t h e g r e a t pope, and 

has been t h e s u b j e c t o f much s c h o l a r l y debate, p a r t i c u l a r l y 

on i t s r e l a t i o n s h i p t o t h e p a r t s o f t h e Historia 

Ecclesiastica concerned w i t h Gregory and E d w i n . 1 5 4 Alan 

Thacker b e l i e v e s t h a t Bede knew and used t h i s work, or a t 

l e a s t a v e r s i o n o f i t , p o s s i b l y i n o r a l f o r m . 1 5 5 However, 

not o n l y do t h e d e t a i l s o f s t o r i e s used by t h e two a u t h o r s 

d i f f e r , i t i s by no means c e r t a i n t h a t t h e w r i t i n g o f t h e 

Vita p r e - d a t e s t h a t o f t h e Historia, though i t i s 

i n c o n c e i v a b l e t h a t , were t h e Vita t h e l a t e r work, t h e 

a u t h o r c o u l d have had access t o Bede's n a r r a t i v e and then 

reworked i t so p o o r l y . 1 5 6 The evidence f i r s t f o r t h e d a t i n g 

and t h e n f o r mutual independence needs t o be b r i e f l y 

r ehearsed. 

The Anonymous a u t h o r o f t h e Vita Gregorii r e v e a l s o n l y 

a few d e t a i l s about h i m s e l f i n t h e work. H e 1 5 7 i s an 

E n g l i s h m a n , 1 5 8 a Dei r a n , 1 5 9 and a member o f t h e monastery 

a t ^Streoneshalh. 1 6 0 Other t h a n t h a t , we know n o t h i n g . As t o 

t h e d a t e , t h e r e i s l i t t l e t h a t can be s a i d w i t h any 

c e r t a i n t y ; t h e o n l y m a n u s c r i p t o f t h e Vita i s o f 

c o n t i n e n t a l o r i g i n from t h e e a r l y n i n t h c e n t u r y , 1 6 1 and t h e 

e a r l i e s t use o f i t i s from t h e 8 7 0 s . 1 6 2 The l a t e s t event t o 

which t h e Vita r e f e r s i s t h e t r a n s l a t i o n o f Edwin's bones 

t o S t r e o n e s h a l h , 1 6 3 which i s l i k e l y t o have o c c u r r e d 

sometime i n t h e l a s t q u a r t e r o f t h e seventh c e n t u r y . 1 6 4 
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Colgrave argued t h a t t h e l a t e s t date f o r c o m p o s i t i o n must 

have been 714, as he understood t h e i m p l i c a t i o n o f t h e 

account o f t h e t r a n s l a t i o n t o be t h a t A e l f f l a e d was s t i l l 

l i v i n g a t t h e t i m e o f w r i t i n g . 1 6 5 T h i s argument i s not 

c o n v i n c i n g ; i t depends on t h e sentence i n which A e l f f l a e d 

i s mentioned b e i n g one o f t h e a u t h o r ' s own comments, and i t 

seems u n l i k e l y t h a t a monk should need t o e x p l a i n t h a t h i s 

own house, 'Streunesalae . . . e s t coenobium famosissimum'. 1 6 6 

I t may be t h a t a l l t h a t t h e sentence i m p l i e s i s t h a t 

A e l f f l a e d was a l i v e a t t h e t i m e o f t h e t r a n s l a t i o n . Having 

s a i d t h a t , t h e w r i t e r must have been l i v i n g w i t h i n about a 

g e n e r a t i o n o f t h e events he r e c o r d s . He c l a i m s t o have 

heard t h e s t o r y o f t h e f i n d i n g o f Edwin's remains from a 

r e l a t i o n o f t h e p r i e s t who made t h e d i s c o v e r y , but was 

unable t o remember a l l o f t h e d e t a i l s . 1 6 7 Colgrave's o t h e r 

argument i n f a v o u r o f a d a t i n g as e a r l y as 714 was t h e 

d i f f e r e n c e between t h i s work and those o f Stephen, F e l i x , 

Bede and t h e Anonymous o f L i n d i s f a r n e , which he t o o k t o 

show t h a t t h e i n f l u e n c e o f c o n t i n e n t a l exemplars, such as 

t h e Vita Martini or t h e Vita Antonii had not reached 

E n g l a n d . 1 6 8 T h i s i s c i r c u m s t a n t i a l , and t h e Vita Gregorii 

so c l e a r l y shows t h e i n f l u e n c e o f t h e o t h e r p o p u l a r 

c o n t i n e n t a l hagiography, t h e Dialogues o f Gregory I , 1 6 9 

t h a t i t i s hard t o contend t h a t t h i s i s a p r i m i t i v e , n a t i v e 

form o f E n g l i s h hagiography. I t might even be p o s s i b l e t o 

argue t h a t some o f t h e t h e o l o g y i s 'more advanced 1 t h a n 

t h a t d i s p l a y e d i n any o t h e r a u t h o r o f t h e t i m e . 1 7 0 
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An a l t e r n a t i v e p o s s i b i l i t y ought t o be r e c o g n i z e d : f a r 

from b e i n g t h e e a r l i e s t o f t h e l i v e s which we have, t h e 

Vita Gregorii might be t h e l a t e s t . The c u l t o f Gregory 

developed i n England e a r l i e r t h a n i t d i d on t h e c o n t i n e n t , 

even i n Rome where t h e pope's memory seems t o have s u f f e r e d 

u n t i l t h e n i n t h c e n t u r y . 1 7 1 The Co u n c i l o f C l o f e s h o i n 747 

decreed t h a t Gregory should be honoured as a s a i n t each 

year on March 1 2 t h . 1 7 2 I t i s c l e a r t h a t t h i s e a r l y E n g l i s h 

L i f e was w r i t t e n t o promote t h e c u l t . 1 7 3 Time and ag a i n t h e 

au t h o r suggests t h a t he has h a s t i l y g a t h e r e d what few 

m i r a c l e s t o r i e s he can f i n d i n o r d e r t h a t Gregory might be 

ve n e r a t e d , and c l a i m s t h a t h i s s u b j e c t was a l r e a d y invoked 

i n t h e l i t a n y o f t h e church and u n i v e r s a l l y a c c l a i m e d as a 

s a i n t . 1 7 4 T h i s a l l smacks of propaganda; i s i t f a n c i f u l t o 

suggest t h a t t h e monastery a t S t r e o n e s h a l h was t h e fo c u s o f 

d e v o t i o n t o Gregory, and was i n s t r u m e n t a l i n i t s p r o m o t i o n 

e i t h e r s h o r t l y b e f o r e or s h o r t l y a f t e r Clofesho? 1 7 5 

Another h y p o t h e s i s might l e a d t o a s i m i l a r d a t i n g . 

Alan Thacker has shown t h a t i t i s not o n l y t h e c u l t o f 

Gregory t h a t t h i s l i f e p r o p a g a t e s , but a l s o t h a t o f Edwin, 

which he m a i n t a i n s was e s t a b l i s h e d t o r i v a l t h a t o f 

O s w a l d . 1 7 6 The Vita Gregorii makes no mention o f Oswald; 

Edwin i s t h e w r i t e r ' s Christianissimus Rex.'177 N e i t h e r i s 

t h e r e any word o f t h e r e l a p s e o f Northumbria i n t o paganism 

a f t e r Edwin's death or t h e s t r a t e g i c r e t r e a t f r o m t h e n o r t h 

by P a u l i n u s . 1 7 8 I f we c o n t r a s t t h a t w i t h t h e c o l l e c t i v e 

i m p r e s s i o n g i v e n by t h e Historia Ecclesiastica, Vita 
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Cuthberti ( i n a l l i t s v e r s i o n s ) and Vita Wilfridi, t h a t 

N orthumbria was C h r i s t i a n i z e d t h r o u g h t h e monks o f t h e 

I o n a - L i n d i s f a r n e t r a d i t i o n , we f i n d a p o s s i b l e Sitz in 

Leben f o r a work o f polemic. Was t h e w r i t e r o f t h e Vita 

Gregorii u s i n g h i s o p p o r t u n i t y t o rescue t h e f i r s t m i s s i o n 

t o N orthumbria from o b l i v i o n , t o remind h i s Dei ran 

c o n t e m p o r a r i e s t h a t i t was t o Gregory, A u g u s t i n e and 

Pa u l i n u s t h a t t h e y r e a l l y owed t h e i r f a i t h , r a t h e r than t o 

Aidan and Oswald? He h i m s e l f t e l l s us t h a t t h e ev e n t s i n 

q u e s t i o n o c c u r r e d 'long b e f o r e t h e days o f any who are 

s t i l l a l i v e ' , 1 7 9 a phrase which suggests a f o r g o t t e n p a s t . 

I t i s a l s o an a s s e r t i o n t h a t s u p p o r t s t h e h y p o t h e s i s o f a 

l a t e r d a t i n g ; t h a t t h e r e would have been no-one a l i v e i n 

the 740s who had been born b e f o r e 628 i s c e r t a i n , b u t t h e 

statement would not be so o b v i o u s l y t r u e i f made i n about 

700. 

Of course, i f i t c o u l d be demonstrated t h a t Bede used 

the Vita Gregorii i n t h e Historia Ecclesiastica a 740s 

d a t i n g would be i m p o s s i b l e . But i t seems c l e a r t h a t he d i d 

not. Colgrave argued t h a t Bede would not have n e g l e c t e d t h e 

a d d i t i o n a l d e t a i l s o f f e r e d by t h e Anonymous, such as t h e 

name o f Gregory's m o t h e r ; 1 8 0 Thacker does not f i n d t h i s 

argument c o n c l u s i v e . 1 8 1 However, i t seems i m p l a u s i b l e t h a t 

t h i s work c o u l d have been w r i t t e n i n a monastery w i t h which 

Bede had c l o s e d e a l i n g s , whose abbess was one o f t h e 

sources he used i n h i s Vita Cuthberti,182 about whose f i r s t 

abbess, H i l d , he had so much i n f o r m a t i o n , 1 8 3 and from which 
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h i s s t o r y o f Caedmon o r i g i n a t e d , 1 8 4 and t h a t he knew 

n o t h i n g o f i t . 1 8 5 Coupled w i t h t h e c u r i o u s manner i n which 

t h e s t o r i e s which t h e two have i n common a r e t o l d i n 

d i f f e r e n t ways, t o t h e p o i n t t h a t i n one i n s t a n c e t h e 

St r e o n e s h a l h w r i t e r ' s account b a r e l y makes sense i f t h e 

Bede v e r s i o n i s not k n o w n , 1 8 6 t h e most p r o b a b l e e x p l a n a t i o n 

i s t h a t n e i t h e r knew t h e o t h e r ' s work, and t h a t each drew 

on d i f f e r e n t t r a d i t i o n s . Thacker b e l i e v e s t h a t i n t h e case 

o f t h e S t r e o n e s h a l j i l i f e , t h o s e t r a d i t i o n s were i n t h e form 

o f an a n c i e n t Roman Vita which has a l s o s u r v i v e d i n p a r t i n 

t h e Pratum Spirituale o f John Moschus. 1 8 7 He p o s i t s , 

somewhat s p e c u l a t i v e l y , t h a t t hese s t o r i e s reached 

S t r e o n e s h a l h v i a t h e e a s t , t h r o u g h t h e person o f Theodore 

o f C a n t e r b u r y . 1 8 8 What has not been e x p l a i n e d i s why, when 

Bede made e n q u i r i e s t h r o u g h Nothelm, t h i s vita seems t o 

have been f o r g o t t e n a t both C anterbury and Rome, or why 

John t h e Deacon, t h e f i r s t Roman b i o g r a p h e r o f Gregory o f 

whom we know, used t h e Bede v e r s i o n o f some s t o r i e s r a t h e r 

than these ' a n c i e n t t r a d i t i o n s . ' 1 8 9 Unanswered q u e s t i o n s 

remai n. 

There are fewer m y s t e r i e s s u r r o u n d i n g t h e l a s t work i n 

t h i s group, t h e Vita Guthlaci. Again, t h e r e can be no 

c e r t a i n t y about t h e d a t i n g - t h e work was w r i t t e n a t t h e 

req u e s t o f A e l f w a l d , k i n g o f East A n g l i a u n t i l 749, about 

an h e r m i t who d i e d i n about 714. Any da t e between t h o s e two 

t e r m i n i i s p o s s i b l e , a l t h o u g h t h e i m p l i c a t i o n t h a t 

A e t h e l b a l d o f Mercia was a t t h e h e i g h t o f h i s power p l a c e s 
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i t a f t e r t h e m i d - 7 2 0 s . 1 9 0 Thacker has argued t h a t t h e 

purpose o f t h e vita was t o promote t h e c u l t o f G u t h l a c , 

p o s s i b l y under Mercian c o n t r o l i n o p p o s i t i o n t o t h e 

p o p u l a r i t y o f Fursey i n East A n g l i a . 1 9 1 C e r t a i n l y , t h e r e i s 

ample evidence t h a t d u r i n g t h e l a t e r m i d d l e ages Crowland, 

th e s i t e o f t h e h e r m i t ' s m i r a c u l o u s c a r e e r , became a major 

abbey and p i l g r i m a g e c e n t r e , and t h e p o p u l a r i t y o f t h e Vita 

went hand-in-hand w i t h t h e growth o f t h e c e n t r e . 1 9 2 

T h i r t e e n c o p i e s o f t h e l i f e s u r v i v e from b e f o r e t h e year 

1300, and i n t h e n i n t h c e n t u r y i t was t r a n s l a t e d i n t o Old 

E n g l i s h . 1 9 3 That G u t h l a c i s not mentioned i n t h e Historia 

Ecclesiastica may not be o f g r e a t s i g n i f i c a n c e . N e i t h e r 

Mercia nor East A n g l i a i s w e l l r e p r e s e n t e d i n t h e l a t e r 

p a r t o f t h e h i s t o r y , and i t may not have been u n t i l t h e 

ascendancy o f A e t h e l b a l d was e s t a b l i s h e d t h a t t h e c u l t was 

s e r i o u s l y promoted. Of t h e a u t h o r o f t h i s work, l i t t l e i s 

known. He g i v e s h i s name as F e l i x ; i t i s not unreasonable, 

g i v e n t h e gen e r a l s t a t e o f l i t e r a c y a t t h e t i m e , t o assume 

t h a t he was a monk, 1 9 4 p o s s i b l y o f Repton (where G u t h l a c 

had r e c e i v e d t h e t o n s u r e ) . 1 9 5 F e l i x ' s w r i t i n g d i s p l a y s a 

f a m i l i a r i t y w i t h a number o f w r i t e r s ; he quotes Aldhelm, 

the Bede prose l i f e o f C u t h b e r t , and V i r g i l as w e l l as t h e 

p o p u l a r works o f European hagiography, t h e Vita Pauli, t h e 

Vita Martini, t h e Vita Antonii, and t h e Dialogi o f Gregory 

1.196 Col grave b e l i e v e d t h a t he was an East A n g l i a n , but 

h i s arguments o n l y demonstrate an e x p e c t a t i o n by F e l i x t h a t 

A e l f w a l d , t h e d e d i c a t e e , would be f a m i l i a r w i t h h i s own 
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h i s t o r y . 1 9 7 Thacker c l a i m s t h a t t h e work r e v e a l s a Mercian 

r a t h e r t h a n an East A n g l i a n i n t e r e s t . 1 9 8 The two w i t n e s s e s 

t h a t F e l i x most o f t e n c i t e s - t h e abbot W i l f r i d and t h e 

p r i e s t Cissa - are o t h e r w i s e u n e v i d e n c e d . 1 9 9 There i s 

n o t h i n g i n t h e l i f e t o suggest t h a t F e l i x h i m s e l f knew 

Guthlac; h i s o n l y eye-witness account seems t o be o f t h e 

s h r i ne. 2 0 0 

I t has, t h e r e f o r e , been p o s s i b l e t o d e f i n e a group ( o f 

these e i g h t h a g i o g r a p h i c a l works and t h e Historia 

Ecclesiastica) from which t h e m i r a c l e s t o r i e s d i s c u s s e d i n 

t h i s t h e s i s have been drawn. Those s t o r i e s , o f c o u r s e , 

cannot be c o n s i d e r e d i n i s o l a t i o n from t h e w i d e r t r a d i t i o n s 

which shaped them, and, i f t h e y are t o be c o n s i d e r e d as 

h i s t o r i c a l m a t e r i a l , t h e e x t e n t t o which they a r e so shaped 

must be assessed. For t h a t reason, t h e f i r s t c h a p t e r o f 

t h i s t h e s i s c o n s i d e r s t h e background a g a i n s t which t h e s e 

s t o r i e s need t o be seen, by r e v i e w i n g , f i r s t l y , t h e 

hagiography o f t h e wider Church t h a t was known t o t h e 

w r i t e r s , by a s k i n g , secondly, w i t h what concept o f t h e 

m i r a c u l o u s were our w r i t e r s , as those schooled i n t h e o l o g y , 

w o r k i n g , and by examining, t h i r d l y , what i s known o f t h e 

paganism which t h e young, m i r a c l e - f i l l e d , C h r i s t i a n i t y 

which our a u t h o r s r e p o r t , i s presumed t o have r e p l a c e d . I n 

c h a p t e r two, one p a r t o f t h e C h r i s t i a n background i s 

c o n s i d e r e d i n g r e a t e r d e t a i l ; t h e f i g u r e o f Gregory t h e 

Great has been c l a i m e d t o l i e behind t h e t h o u g h t o f t h e 

E n g l i s h church i n t h i s area, a c l a i m which needs t o be 
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examined and c h a l l e n g e d . 2 0 1 Having argued t h a t t h e degree 

t o which t h e o c c u r r e n c e and c o n t e n t o f th e s e s t o r i e s i s 

dependent on e a r l i e r , w r i t t e n m a t e r i a l i s not as g r e a t as 

might be supposed, c h a p t e r t h r e e examines t h e q u e s t i o n o f 

t r a n s m i s s i o n , and p o s i t s t h a t both t h e o r i g i n o f s t o r i e s 

and t h e apparent i m i t a t i o n o f some by o t h e r s i s t o be 

accounted f o r t h r o u g h t h e i r e x i s t e n c e i n an i n f o r m a l o r a l 

t r a d i t i o n b e f o r e t h e y were committed t o parchment. The 

f i n a l two c h a p t e r s c o n s i d e r what t h e s t o r i e s convey, i n 

terms o f t h e t h e o l o g y and s p i r i t u a l i t y which u n d e r w r i t e 

them ( c h a p t e r f o u r ) , and o f t h e a t t i t u d e o f t h e i r a u t h o r s 

t o t h e h i s t o r y o f t h e i r own t i m e s ( c h a p t e r f i v e ) . I t w i l l 

be concluded t h a t , f a r f r o m b e i n g an unwelcome i n t r u s i o n 

which devalue t h e h i s t o r i c a l w o r t h o f t h e works i n which 

t h e y are f o u n d , 2 0 2 t h e m i r a c l e s t o r i e s are an i m p o r t a n t 

source o f i n f o r m a t i o n about t h e a t t i t u d e o f t h e E n g l i s h 

Church i n t h e e a r l y e i g h t h c e n t u r y t o i t s own p a s t . 

' M u l t i i g i t u r a m i r a c u l i s v i t a m quidem sanctorum s o l e n t 

c o n s i d e r a r e ' : t h e s t o r i e s under c o n s i d e r a t i o n . 

By d e f i n i t i o n , a m i r a c l e i s an a s t o u n d i n g event which 

i n some way f o r c e s us t o re-assess our view o f r e a l i t y . 2 0 3 

That would appear t o mean, p h i l o s o p h i c a l l y , t h a t t h e range 

o f p o s s i b l e m i r a c u l o u s o c c u r r e n c e s i s i n f i n i t e . However, i n 

terms o f t h e l i t e r a t u r e o f t h e e a r l y church and t h e mi d d l e 

ages, i t i s p o s s i b l e t o c l a s s i f y m i r a c l e s as f a l l i n g i n t o 

d e f i n a b l e c a t e g o r i e s . 2 0 4 There has been a number o f 
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a t t e m p t s t o i d e n t i f y these c a t e g o r i e s ; t h e appendix t o t h i s 

t h e s i s f o l l o w s ( w i t h some m o d i f i c a t i o n ) t h a t s e t out by Sr 

Benedicta Ward i n a paper on t h e Historia Monachorum,205 i n 

which t h e s t o r i e s were d i v i d e d i n t o f o u r groups; t h e l a s t 

o f t h e s e , 'the dreams o f t h e d e s e r t ' , i s a t y p e which has 

o n l y one p a r a l l e l i n t h e Anglo-Saxon m a t e r i a l , and so need 

not be i n c l u d e d h e r e . 2 0 6 The r e m a i n i n g t h r e e c a t e g o r i e s a r e 

H e a l i n g s , R e v e l a t i o n s , and Nature M i r a c l e s . 2 0 7 The t e r m 

' h e a l i n g ' i s used t o i n c l u d e a l l forms o f r e s t o r a t i o n t o 

p h y s i c a l or s p i r i t u a l h e a l t h ( o f p e o p l e , a n i m a l s , and, i n 

one case, a p l a c e ) ; ' r e v e l a t i o n s ' i s a b l a n k e t t e r m f o r a l l 

those m i r a c l e s w h i c h , u s u a l l y w i t h o u t any permanent 

p h y s i c a l m a n i f e s t a t i o n , r e v e a l t h e i n t e r i o r l i f e o f t h e 

s a i n t , or t h e r e a l i t y of t h e a f t e r l i f e ; ' n a t u r e m i r a c l e s ' 

i n c o r p o r a t e a l l i n s t a n c e s o f power demonstrated over o t h e r 

c r e a t u r e s , over t h e elements, or over m a t t e r . These 

c a t e g o r i e s are n e c e s s a r i l y broad; each has been d i v i d e d 

i n t o s u b - t y p e s , 2 0 8 and o c c a s i o n a l l y i t might be argued t h a t 

a m i r a c l e c o u l d e q u a l l y w e l l be p l a c e d i n a n o t h e r c l a s s . 2 0 9 

The t o t a l number o f m i r a c l e s t o r i e s i n each work, and t h e 

number o f each t y p e i s shown i n t h e t a b l e below: 
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H e a l i ng R e v e l a t i on Nature 

H. E. 22 35 26 

(83) 

VAnon. 13 8 10 

(31 ) 

VPr. 18 13 15 

(46) 

VMet. 16 10 13 

(39) 

VGuth. 4 16 3 

(23) 

VGreg. 2 8 4 

(14) 

VWi If. 5 7 9 

(21) 

A c c o r d i n g t o C.G. Loomis, 'about n i n e t y p e r c e n t o f ... 

m i r a c l e s are concerned w i t h t h e cures o f human i l l s . ' 2 1 0 

That t h e E n g l i s h works here under d i s c u s s i o n do not d i s p l a y 

a n y t h i n g l i k e so d i s p r o p o r t i o n a t e a number o f h e a l i n g 

s t o r i e s i s shown by t h e t a b l e . There a r e reasons f o r t h i s ; 

f i r s t l y , t h e Anglo-Saxon m a t e r i a l l i e s a t an e a r l y stage o f 

t h e development o f m i r a c l e s e e k i n g . Only l a t e r , when l a r g e 

s h r i n e s began t o o p e r a t e , and t h e use o f r e l i c s became more 

widespread, d i d h e a l i n g s b e g i n f a r t o outnumber a l l o t h e r 
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m i r a c l e s . 2 1 1 Sr Benedicta noted t h a t i n t h e s t i l l e a r l i e r 

Historia Monachorum, t h e r e are ' s i n g u l a r l y few' c u r e s . 2 1 2 

The second reason i s r e l a t e d ; t h e Anglo-Saxon s t o r i e s are 

p r i m a r i l y concerned w i t h l i v i n g s a i n t s , a l t h o u g h t h e r e i s a 

number o f posthumous m i r a c l e s . The range, f o r example, o f 

n a t u r e m i r a c l e s accomplished by a s a i n t d u r i n g h i s / h e r 

l i f e t i m e i s n e c e s s a r i l y g r e a t e r t h a n t h a t p o s s i b l e from t h e 

tomb. S i m i l a r l y , a l t h o u g h t h e r e are some post mortem 

r e v e l a t i o n s , r e l i c s t e n d not t o p r o p h e s y . 2 1 3 T h i r d l y , t h e 

number o f m i r a c l e s t o r i e s does not n e c e s s a r i l y equate t o 

t h e number o f m i r a c l e s b e l i e v e d t o have o c c u r r e d ; i t i s 

i m p o s s i b l e , f o r example, t o i n c l u d e a l l t h e ' m u l t i p l e 

m i r a c l e s ' (most o f them h e a l i n g s ) which are r e p o r t e d o f t h e 

s h r i n e o f Chad, t h e l i t t e r o f E a r c o n w a l d , 2 1 4 or t h e many 

v i s i t o r s t o C r o w l a n d . 2 1 5 

The appendix t o t h i s t h e s i s t a b u l a t e s an a n a l y s i s o f 

each s t o r y i n i t s c o n s t i t u e n t p a r t s . The way t h a t t h e s t o r y 

can be analysed s d i f f e r e n t f o r each t y p e . With h e a l i n g 

s t o r i e s , t h e r e l e v a n t q u e s t i o n s are who ( a g e n t ) cured whom 

( b e n e f i c i a r y ) o f what ( a f f l i c t i o n ) , and how (means)? Wi t h 

n a t u r e m i r a c l e s , t h e i n f o r m a t i o n i s s i m p l y what happened 

( o c c u r r e n c e ) when who ( a g e n t ) d i d what ( a c t i o n ) ? W i t h 

r e v e l a t i o n s , a n a l y s i s i s more d i f f i c u l t , and has been 

r e s t r i c t e d t o who ( v i s i o n a r y ) e x p e r i e n c e d what ( c o n t e n t ) ? 

With a l l s t o r i e s , we a l s o ask about t h e s i t u a t i o n i n which 

t h e m i r a c l e o c c u r r e d ( p l a c e and when), and about t h e 

r e p o r t i n g o f t h e event ( w i t n e s s and s o u r c e ) . 2 1 6 O b v i o u s l y , 
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i t i s not p o s s i b l e t o g a t h e r a l l t h e i n f o r m a t i o n f o r ev e r y 

s t o r y , and i n some cases t h e absence o f i n f o r m a t i o n i s 

i t s e l f i n f o r m a t i v e . 

I t would be m i s l e a d i n g t o p r e t e n d t h a t t h e s e s t o r i e s 

n a t u r a l l y l e n d themselves t o such a breakdown. Some o f t h e 

d i f f i c u l t i e s i m p l i e d i n t h e d e s c r i p t i o n o f t h e method 

suggest t h a t t h i s i s not t h e way i n which t h e s t o r i e s were 

i n t e n d e d t o be read. P a r t i c u l a r l y w i t h t h e Vita Metrica 

Cuthberti,217 i t i s c l e a r t h a t t h e e f f e c t o f t h e s t o r y , 

r a t h e r than t h e s y s t e m a t i c c o n v e y i n g o f i n f o r m a t i o n , was o f 

prime importance t o t h e a u t h o r . I t has been m a i n t a i n e d t h a t 

these s t o r i e s o r i g i n a t e d i n a p r i m i t i v e human b e l i e f i n t h e 

m i r a c u l o u s , and a d e s i r e t o be impressed by d i v i n e a c t i o n , 

and i n t h e l i t e r a r y i n s p i r a t i o n o f e a r l i e r s t o r i e s . 2 1 8 The 

next c h a p t e r asks how f a r i t i s p o s s i b l e t o account f o r t h e 

e x i s t e n c e o f t h i s m a t e r i a l by r e f e r e n c e t o a background 

which would have c r e a t e d a p o p u l a r demand f o r m i r a c l e 

s t o r i es. 
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Notes t o t h e I n t r o d u c t i o n 

The t i t l e q u o t a t i o n i s from t h e Vita Gregorii Papae ( h e r e a f t e r 
VGreg.) c.29. 
1- Historia Ecclesiastica ( h e r e a f t e r H.E.) V, 9-11. 
2- H.E. V, 10. 
3- E.g., John 1. 4-5; Matthew 5. 14-16. 
4- H.E. I , 7. 
5- H.E. I , 33 & I I I , 11, r e s p e c t i v e l y . 
6- H.E. I l l , 9. 
7- VGreg. c.16. 

The s u b t i t l e q u o t a t i o n i s from VGreg. c.30. 
8- Plummer, Historia Ecclesiastica Gentis Anglorum ( O x f o r d , 
1896), v o l . 1 , p p . l x i v - v . Wal1ace-Hadri11 n e a t l y summed up t h i s 
a t t i t u d e as one which 'amounts t o t h i s : Bede, a man o f h i s t i m e s , 
must be expected t o r e c o r d m i r a c l e s ; we s h o u l d be t h a n k f u l t h a t 
t h e y so o f t e n i n c l u d e i n t e r e s t i n g h i s t o r i c a l f a c t and not b o t h e r 
o u r s e l v e s about t h e i r r o l e i n an o t h e r w i s e c a r e f u l l y t h o u g h t - o u t 
h i s t o r y , f o r th e y do not r e a l l y a f f e c t t h e r e s t o f t h e m a t t e r . ' 
(Bede and Plummer ( r e p r i n t e d as t h e i n t r o d u c t i o n t o Bede's 
Ecclesiastical History A Historical Commentary), p . x x i v ) . 
9- 'Bede's M i r a c l e S t o r i e s ' , i n ed. A.H. Thompson, Bede, His 
Life, Times and Writings ( O x f o r d 1935) ( h e r e a f t e r BLTW), 
pp.201-229. 
10• Op. cit., p.201; c f . J. Campbell, Essays in Anglo-Saxon 
History (London, 1986), p.4, a r g u i n g t h a t Bede's r e s t r a i n t was 
because he d i d not use t h e s t o r i e s t o a d v e r t i s e t h e m e r i t s o f a 
p a r t i c u l a r s h r i n e . 
1 1 • C o l g r a v e , op. cit., p.226. 
12- Op. cit., p.202. 
13- Op. cit., p.226. 

Op. cit., p.228. 1 4 

1 5 - 'The E a r l i e s t S a i n t s ' L i v e s W r i t t e n i n E n g l a n d 1 , Proceedings 
of the British Academy 44 ( 1 9 5 8 ) , 35-60. 
16- Op. cit., p.46. 
17- Op. cit., p.47. Colgrave o v e r - e s t i m a t e d t h e a t t r i b u t i o n o f 
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w i t n e s s e s ; see below, appendix 1. 
1 s . op. cit., p.59. 

19. x h e evidence t h a t t h e Historia Ecclesiastica would have had a 
w i d e r audience t h a n contemporary vitae i s i t s l a t e r p o p u l a r i t y 
and, a c c o r d i n g t o C.W. Jones, t h e c o n t e n t o f i t s p r e f a c e {Saints' 
Lives and Chronicles in Early England (New York, 1947), p.81). 
N e i t h e r argument i s c o n c l u s i v e . 
2 0 - Colgrave, op. cit., p.60. 

21. Bede, Archaeology, and the Cult of Relics (The Jarrow 
L e c t u r e , Jarrow, 1973), p.5. 
2 2 - 'Bede's Use o f M i r a c l e s i n "The E c c l e s i a s t i c a l H i s t o r y " ' , 
Tradition ( 1 9 7 5 ) , pp.329-35 ( p . 3 2 9 ) . 
2 3 • Rosenthal, p.330, which seems t o u n d e r - e s t i m a t e t h e t o t a l 
number o f m i r a c l e s r e c o r d e d i n t h e H.E.; see below, p.44. 
2 4 • Ibid. 

2 5 • Rosenthal, p.332. 
2 6 • Rosenthal, p.333. 
2 7 • Rosenthal, p.331 . 
2 s - Ibid. 

29• Ibid. 

3 o - Unpublished PhD T h e s i s , Y a l e , 1979. 
3 1 • Bede's Understanding of the Miraculous, p.7. 
3 2 - C r e i d e r , p.292. 
3 3 - C r e i d e r , pp.73-8. 
3 4 - C r e i d e r , pp.114-28. 
3 5 - C r e i d e r , p.165. 
3 6 - C r e i d e r , p.164 
3 7 - 'Bede's Vera Lex Historiae' , Speculum 55 ( 1 9 8 0 ) , 1-21. 

3 8 . 'Bede's Historia ecclesiastica: The R h e t o r i c o f F a i t h ' , i n 
ed. J.J. Murphy, Medieval Eloquence ( C a l i f o r n i a and London, 
1978), pp.145-72. 
3 9 - C r e i d e r , pp.114, 156. 
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40 . Crei der, p.289. 
4 1 . Crei der, p.266. 
4 2 . Crei der, p. 125. 
4 3 . Crei d e r , p.283. 
4 4 . Crei der, p.281 . 
4 5 . Crei der, pp.274-5 
4 6 . Crei der, pp.150-1 
4 7 - 'The M i r a c l e T r a d i t i o n s o f t h e Venerable Bede', Speculum 21 
(1949 ) , 404-18. 

4 8 - Op. cit., p.417. 

" 9 - Op. cit., p.418. 

so. Op. cit., p.405. 

s i • Op. cit., p.404. 

5 2 . Op. cit., p.405. 

5 3 - Op. cit. p.407. 

5 4 . Miracles and the Venerable Bede ( T o r o n t o , 1994). 

ss. Signs of Sanctity. Miracles in the Thought of Gregory the 
Great ( T o r o n t o 1989). 

se. Miracles and the Venerable Bede, p.70. 

5 7 . Op. cit., p.165. 

ss. Op. cit., p.72. 

5 9 . C r e i d e r , p.262. 

so. McCready, op. cit., p.73. 

e 1 • R osenthal, p.331 . 
6 2 • Ray, Bede, Rhetoric and the Creation of Christian Latin 
Culture ( J a r r o w , f o r t h c o m i n g ) . 

6 3 . McCready, op. cit., p.229. 

6 4 . Op. cit., p.230. 
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65- Op. cit., p.231. 
66• The Coming of Christianity to Anglo-Saxon England ( 3 r d 
e d i t i o n , London, 1991), p.47. 
6 7 • Op. cit., p.48. 
6 8 • Op. cit., p.49. 
6 9 - ' M i r a c l e s and H i s t o r y . A R e c o n s i d e r a t i o n o f t h e M i r a c l e 
S t o r i e s used by Bede', i n ed. G. Bonner, Famulus Christi: Essays 
in Commemoration of the Thirteenth Century of the Birth of the 
Venerable Bede (London, 1976), pp.69-76. 
7 0 • Op. cit., p.70. 
7 1 • Op. cit., p.73. 
7 2 • Op. cit., p.72. 
73- Op. cit., p.73. 
7 4 • Ibid. 

7 5 • Op. cit., p. 74. 
7 6 - E.g., C. O'Hare, 'The S t o r y o f Caedmon: Bede's Account o f t h e 
f i r s t E n g l i s h Poet' , A.B.R. 43 ( 1 9 9 2 ) , pp.345-57; D.W. F r i t z , 
'Caedmon: A Monastic E x e g e t e 1 , A.B.R. 25 ( 1 9 7 4 ) , pp.351-63; G. 
Wieland, 'Caedmon, t h e Clean A n i m a l ' , A.B.R. 35 ( 1 9 8 0 ) , 
pp.194-203. 
7 7 - As i n , e.g., t h e accounts o f persons r e c e i v i n g t h e 
' s t i g m a t a ' . See The New Catholic Encyclopaedia (New York, 1967), 
v o l . V I I , 711-13. 
78- H.E. IV, 7-10. 
7 9 - Ward, op. cit., p.75. I t has s i n c e been argued t h a t t h e 
s t o r i e s a t t r i b u t e d t o F l o r e n c e o f Worcester r i g h t l y belong t o h i s 
younger contemporary, John (ed. & t r a n s . R.R. D a r l i n g t o n and P. 
McGurk, The Chronicle of John of Worcester, v o l . 1 1 ( O x f o r d , 
1995), p p . x v i i - x v i i i ) . 
8 0 - ' E a r l i e s t S a i n t s ' L i v e s ' , p.59. 

s i - B. Ward, The Venerable Bede (London, 1990), p.144; 
M a y r - H a r t i n g , op. cit., pp.214-219; K. Cross!ey-Hol1 and, The 
Anglo-Saxon World ( O x f o r d , 1984), p.158; A. S t a c p o o l e , 'St Bede 1 

i n ed. D.H. Farmer, Benedict's Disciples ( L e o m i n s t e r , 
H e r e f o r d s h i r e , 1980), pp.86-104 ( p . 8 6 ) . 
8 2 • Most o f t h e works under c o n s i d e r a t i o n here are m a i n l y 
concerned w i t h events i n t h e l a t t e r p a r t o f t h e seventh c e n t u r y , 
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and so i n e v i t a b l y i n v o l v e some of t h e same c h a r a c t e r s . 
8 3 - E.g., t h e s t o r y o f t h e c o n v e r s i o n o f Edwin by P a u l i n u s (H.E. 
I I , 12, c f . VGreg. c . 1 6 ) , or t h e postponed death o f W i l f r i d (H.E. 
V, 19, c f . Vita Wilfridi c.56). 
84• H.E. p r a e f . , I l l , 19, and IV, 10; Vita Cuthberti Prosaica 
p r o l . . 
8 5 E.g., H.E. V, 4, c f . Vita Wilfridi c.37. 
8 6 - I t i s not h e l p f u l i n r e l a t i o n t o e i g h t h - c e n t u r y a u t h o r s t o 
pre-suppose a d i s t i n c t i o n between h i s t o r y and hagiography. See 
below, pp.292-5. 

The s u b t i t l e q u o t a t i o n i s from VGreg. p r o l . . 
8 7 • For e d i t i o n s used o f a l l t h e se works, see t h e B i b l i o g r a p h y . 
8 8 - A b b r e v i a t e d t h r o u g h o u t t o VMet.. 

A b b r e v i a t e d t h r o u g h o u t t o VPr.. 
9 0 • A b b r e v i a t e d t h r o u g h o u t t o VAnon.. 

9 1 • A b b r e v i a t e d t h r o u g h o u t t o VWilf. . 
9 2 - A b b r e v i a t e d t h r o u g h o u t t o VGuth. . There are a l s o two Old 
E n g l i s h poems r e l a t i n g t o G u t h l a c ' s l i f e , death and m i r a c l e s , 
which have not been used i n t h i s t h e s i s . They date from t h e n i n t h 
( o r p o s s i b l y l a t e e i g h t h ) c e n t u r y ; see J. Roberts, 'An I n v e n t o r y 
o f E a r l y Guthlac M a t e r i a l ' , Mediaeval Studies 32 ( 1 9 7 0 ) , 
pp.193-233, and The Guthlac Poems of the Exeter Book ( O x f o r d , 
1979). 
9 3 - Since t h e t w e l f t h c e n t u r y , S t r e o n e s h a l h has been i d e n t i f i e d 
w i t h Whitby; w h i l s t Bede's a s s e r t i o n t h a t t h e p l a c e was t h i r t e e n 
m i l e s from Hacanos f i t s w i t h t h e d i s t a n c e from modern Hackness t o 
Whitby, t h e a r c h a e o l o g i c a l evidence i s l e s s t h a n c o m p l e t e l y 
c o n v i n c i n g . I t seems s a f e r , t h e r e f o r e , t o c o n t i n u e t o r e f e r t o 
th e monastery as S t r e o n e s h a l h • See, C. F e l l , ' H i l d , abbess o f 
St r e o n a e s h a l c h ' , i n ed. H. B e k k e r - N i e l sen e t a l , , Hagiography and 
Medieval Literature: A Symposium (Odense, 1981), pp.76-99 (pp. 
82-4). 
9 4 - The f u l l e s t t r e a t m e n t o f t h e Anglo-Saxon h a g i o g r a p h i e s 
remains A.T. Thacker, 'The S o c i a l and C o n t i n e n t a l Background t o 
E a r l y Anglo-Saxon Hagiography' ( u n p u b l i s h e d D . P h i l , t h e s i s , 
U n i v e r s i t y o f O x f o r d , 1976). The same group o f works was a l s o 
d i s c u s s e d by Co l g r a v e , 'The E a r l i e s t S a i n t s ' L i v e s w r i t t e n i n 
Engl and ' , op. cit.. 

9 5 - A b b r e v i a t e d t h r o u g h o u t t o H.A.. 
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9 6 . And owned by him i n H.E. V, 24. 
9 7 • A b b r e v i a t e d t h r o u g h o u t t o VCeo1. . 
9 8 . j.McClure, 'Bede and t h e L i f e o f C e o l f r i d ' , Peritia 3 ( 1 9 8 4 ) , 
pp. 71-84. McClure's argument has been d i s p u t e d by, e.g., D. 
W h i t e l o c k , 'Bede and His Teachers and F r i e n d s ' , i n ed. Bonner, 
Famulus Christi, pp.19-39 ( p p . 2 0 - 1 ) , and After Bede (The Jarrow 
L e c t u r e , Jarrow, 1960), pp.13-14. That s c h o l a r l y o p i n i o n can 
remain d i v i d e d on t h i s i s s u e ( e . g . , I.N. Wood, The most holy 
abbot Ceolfrid (The Jarrow L e c t u r e , Jarrow, 1995), pp.18-19) 
s u p p o r t s t h e t h e s i s t h a t Bede needs t o be t r e a t e d a l o n g s i d e h i s 
contemporari es. 
9 9 • Thacker, ' S o c i a l and C o n t i n e n t a l Background', p.140. 

1 0 0 . B o n i f a c e , Ep.10. The numbering o f Bo n i f a c e ' s e p i s t l e s used 
i s t h a t o f T a n g l , which i s t h e usual system f o l l o w e d . The e d i t i o n 
c i t e d , however, i s t h a t o f G i l e s (see b i b l i o g r a p h y ) . 
1 0 1 • Below, pp.161-3. 
1 ° 2 - Below, pp.303-4. 
1 0 3 - C h r o n o l o g i c a l l y , t h e e a r l i e s t m i r a c l e s t o r i e s a r e t h o s e 
r e l a t i n g t o Alban and Germanus, but Bede understood t h e s e t o have 
a b e a r i n g on t h e h i s t o r y o f h i s own people. 
1 0 4 Below, pp.310-49 

1 0 5 . j h e m i r a c l e s t o r i e s o f t h e De Virginitate have t h e c l e a r l y 
s t a t e d purpose o f a c t i n g as an example o f t h e f r u i t s o f c e l i b a c y . 
Those o f t h e f o u r t h carmen ecclesiastica seem t o serve s i m p l y t o 
e x t o l t h e fame o f t h e s a i n t s o f t h e d e d i c a t i o n . 

1 0 6 . T.W. Mackay, 1Bede 1s H a g i o g r a p h i c a l Method: His knowledge 
and use o f P a u l i n u s o f N o l a 1 , i n ed. Bonner, Famulus Christi, 
pp.77-92. 

1 0 7 . ' E a r l i e s t S a i n t s ' L i v e s ' , p.37 
1°8- VAnon. I , 1. 
1 ° 9 . VAnon. IV, 14. 

VAnon. IV, 17. 
1 1 1 • VAnon. I l l , 6; Colgrave, Two Lives of Saint Cuthbert 
(Cambridge, 1940), p.13. 
1 1 2 • VAnon. I , 7. Bede passes over C u t h b e r t ' s army c a r e e r , 
p r e s e n t i n g h i s v i s i o n o f Aidan's death as t h e p o i n t a t which he 
decided t o e n t e r a monastery (VPr. c . 4 ) . There i s no ob v i o u s 
reason f o r t h i s d i s c r e p a n c y , which r e s u l t s i n two v e r s i o n s o f t h e 
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s t o r y o f t h e horse f i n d i n g C u t h b e r t 1 s lun c h (VPr. c.5, Vanon. I , 
6) . 
1 1 3. VAnon. I, 7 and IV, 18. 
1 1 4 - Colgrave, ' E a r l i e s t S a i n t s ' L i v e s ' , p.42; Two Lives, p.62. 
1 1 s • Below, pp.90-101 . 
1 1 6 - Colgrave, ' E a r l i e s t S a i n t s ' L i v e s ' , p.44; see, e.g., VAnon. 
I , 5-6 and I I , 7. C r e i d e r comments t h a t t h e VAnon. ' i s a b e t t e r 
source f o r t h e h i s t o r y o f C u t h b e r t and s e v e n t h - c e n t u r y 
Northumbria' t h a n t h e VPr., which, however, ' i s t h e b e t t e r 
example o f a S a i n t ' s L i f e . ' (op. cit., p.131). 

'Bede as H i s t o r i a n ' , i n BLTW, pp.111-51. 

l i s . 'Bede's M e t r i c a l " V i t a S. C u t h b e r t i " ' i n ed. G. Bonner, D. 
R o l l a s o n , & C. S t a n d i f f e , St Cuthbert, His Cult and His 
Community ( S u f f o l k , 1989), pp.77-93. 
119- Op. cit. p.83. A l s o Bede the Poet (The Jarrow L e c t u r e , 
Jarrow, 1993), p.13. 
120- H.E. V, 24; Versus de Patribus, Regibus et Sanctis 
Euboricensis Ecclesiae ( h e r e a f t e r Versus), 686-7. ( A l l Versus 
r e f e r e n c e s are i d e n t i f i e d by l i n e numbers i n Godman's e d i t i o n ) . 
1 2 1 • 'Bede's M e t r i c a l Vita S. Cuthberti', p. 78. 
122- Op. cit. p.91 

1 2 3 . Bede the Poet, p. 12. 
1 2 4 - A c c o r d i n g t o G i l e s , i t i s a ' d u l l and heavy c o m p o s i t i o n , and 
almost v e r b a t i m t h e same as [ t h e Prose L i f e ] ' , and t h e r e f o r e not 
w o r t h t r a n s l a t i n g (The Biographical Writings and Letters of the 
Venerable Bede (London, 1845), p . 2 ) . For a v e r y d i f f e r e n t view 
see Lapidge, op. cit., pp.12-14. 

i 2 5 . "Opus d e l i b e r a t u m ac p e r f e c t u m : Why d i d t h e Venerable Bede 
w r i t e a second Prose L i f e o f St C u t h b e r t ? ' , i n ed. Bonner e t a l . , 
Cuthbert, Cult and Community, pp.95-102. 
1 . VPr. p r o l . 

1 2 7 . o t h e r a t t e m p t s t o s o l v e t h e p u z z l e i n c l u d e t h e t h e o r y t h a t 
t h e Bede L i f e was w r i t t e n t o c o u n t e r t h e view o f C u t h b e r t 
expressed i n t h e VWilf., p u b l i s h e d a f t e r t h e Anonymous' Vita 
(Thacker, ' L i n d i s f a r n e and t h e O r i g i n s o f t h e C u l t o f St 
C u t h b e r t 1 , i n ed. Bonner e t a l . , Cuthbert, Cult and Community, 
pp.103-122), t h a t i t was t o p r e s e n t C u t h b e r t i n c l o s e r c o n f o r m i t y 
t o c o n t i n e n t a l models o f s a n c t i t y , ( S t a n d i f f e , 'Cuthbert and t h e 
P o l a r i t y between Pastor and S o l i t a r y ' , i n op. cit., pp.21-44), 
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and t h a t Bede 1s fame was used t o add l u s t r e t o t h e burgeoning 
c u l t ( R o l l a s o n , 'Why was C u t h b e r t so p o p u l a r ' , i n ed. R o l l a s o n , 
Cuthbert, Saint and Patron, pp.9-22). 

1 2 8 . vPr. c.46. 
1 2 9 - E.g., Col g r a v e , ' E a r l i e s t S a i n t s ' L i v e s ' , p.46, Two Lives, 
p.14; McCready, op. cit., p.140; P.H. B l a i r , The World of Bede 
(2nd ed., Cambridge, 1970), p.277; B. Ward, The Venerable Bede 
(London, 1990), p.98. 

1 3 0 . j h e s t o r y o f a nun whom C u t h b e r t healed p r o v i d e s one p i e c e 
o f evidence. I n VAnon, t h e woman's r e l a t i v e i s 'Aedelwald, qui 
nunc e s t p r a e p o s i t u s c o e n o b i i quod d i c i t u r M a i l r o s ' (VAnon. IV, 
4 ) ; Bede c a l l s him 'Edi1waldus...nunc autem abbas c o e n o b i i 
Mai 1 r o s e n s i s ' . I t i s , perhaps, a l s o s i g n i f i c a n t t h a t t h e r e i s no 
i m p l i c a t i o n i n t h e s t o r y o f t h e end o f E c g f r i t h ' s r e i g n t h a t 
A l d f r i t h was a l i v e a t t h e t i m e o f w r i t i n g (VPr. c.24). 
1 3 1 • There are t h i r t y - o n e m i r a c l e s recorded i n t h e VAnon., 
compared t o f o r t y - s i x i n t h e VPr.. 
1 3 2 . VAnon. IV, 18. 
1 3 3 - A c c o r d i n g t o Plummer, Bede a l t e r e d t h e language f o r 'the 
mere sake o f a l t e r a t i o n ' (Plummer, v o l . 1 , p . x l v i ) . 
134- H.E. p r a e f . 
1 3 5 - E.g., Plummer, v o l . 1 1 , p.316; C r e i d e r , p.137; Colgrave, The 
Life of Bishop Wilfrid by Eddius Stephanus (Cambridge 1927), 
p . x i i ; D.J.V. F i s h e r , The Anglo-Saxon Age C400-1042 (London, 
1973), p.143. 

1 3 6 . M a y r - H a r t i n g , Coming of Christianity, p.129. 
1 3 7 - Some o f Bede's p e r c e i v e d d i s l i k e may have been i n t h e eye o f 
th e b e h o l d e r ; e.g., W a l l a c e - H a d r i 1 1 , Bede and Plummer, p . x x x i i : 
'Bede was not as a n t i - W i l f r i d as Plummer was.' 

1 5 8 . Bede summarized W i l f r i d ' s c a r e e r when he rec o r d e d h i s dea t h 
(H.E. V, 19), but p r i o r t o t h a t , W i l f r i d appears i n H.E. I l l , 18 
and 28, IV, 2, 5, 13, and 16, and V, 11. 
139- H.E. V, 24. 
1 4 o • H. E. V, 19 . 
U 1 - H.E. I I , 1, and IV, 19-20, r e s p e c t i v e l y . 
1 4 2 - Which f o u n d a t i o n i s not known. K i r b y b e l i e v e s t h a t Stephen 
belonged t o one o f W i l f r i d ' s Mercian monasteries ('Bede, Eddius 
Stephanus and t h e " L i f e of W i l f r i d ' " (E.H.R. 98 (1 9 8 3 ) , pp.101-14 
( p . 1 0 4 ) ) ; t h e t r a d i t i o n a l i d e n t i f i c a t i o n w i t h t h e c a n t o r Aeddi 
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would p l a c e him i n a Northumbrian houses (H.E. IV, 2 ) . 

1 4 3 . VWilf. c.68. 

1 4 4 . VWilf. c.59. K i r b y has argued ( o p , cit., p.109) t h a t t h e 
work must have been r e v i s e d a f t e r 731, as Acca, i s c o n f u s i n g l y 
d e s c r i b e d i n t h e work as 'beatae memoriae' (a phrase u s u a l l y , 
though not always, used o f t h e dead) and 'adhuc v i v e n s ' . K i r b y 
c l a i m s t h e e x p l a n a t i o n f o r t h i s i n c o n s i s t e n c y l i e s i n t h e 
p o l i t i c o - e c c l e s i a s t i c a l putsch o f 731 when Acca was e x p e l l e d , 
l e a d i n g t o some r e v i s i o n o f t h e Vita. That t h e r e are 
i n c o n s i s t e n c i e s i n t h e l i f e cannot be den i e d , but t h e y can as 
e a s i l y be a t t r i b u t e d t o t h e a u t h o r s i m p l y r e c o r d i n g what h i s 
sources gave him as th e y can t o a r e w o r k i n g some t w e n t y years 
1 a t e r . 

1 4 5 . C o l g r a v e , Life of Bishop Wilfrid, p p . x i i i - x i v . 
146- Op. cit. p.2. 
147- Images of Sanctity in Eddius Stephanus' 'Life of Bishop 
Wilfrid', an Early English Saint's Life ( L e w i s t o n / Queenston/ 
Lampeter 1992), p . i . 
1 4 8 - 'Bede, Eddius Stephanus and "The L i f e o f W i l f r i d " ' , p.104. 
1 4 9 • E.g., H.E. IV, 13 and 19. 

1 5 0 . i s e n b e r g ' s argument i s c o n t a i n e d i n Die Wurdigung Wilfreds 
von York in der Historia ecclesiastica gentis anglorum Bedas und 
der Vita Wilfridi des Eddius (Munster, 1978). 

1 5 1 . Noted by K i r b y , and e x p l a i n e d as due t o Bede's dependence on 
t h e e a r l i e r v e r s i o n (op. cit., pp.109-10). 
,s2' H.E. I l l , 13 

1 5 3 . VWilf. p r a e f . , c.56. 
1 5 4 - The Vita d i g r e s s e s t o e x t o l t h e v i r t u e s o f t h e f i r s t 
C h r i s t i a n k i n g o f Northumbria (VGreg. cc.12-19). 

1 5 5 . ' S o c i a l and C o n t i n e n t a l Background', p.78. 

1 5 6 . C o l g r a v e , The Earliest Life of Gregory the Great (Cambridge, 
1968), pp.56-7. 

i 5 7 - Thacker i s r i g h t t o note t h e p o s s i b i l i t y t h a t t h e a u t h o r was 
a woman; t h e use o f t h e male pronoun i n t h i s t h e s i s has been 
adopted f o r s i m p l i c i t y ' s sake, and not t o make any assumptions. 
( ' M e m o r i a l i z i n g Gregory t h e Great: t h e o r i g i n and t r a n s m i s s i o n o f 
a papal c u l t ' ( u n p u b l i s h e d l e c t u r e ) , n .1). 

1 5 8 . VGreg. c.6. 
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1 5 9 . vGreg. c.9. 

1 6 0 . VGreg. c.19. 
1 6 1 • Colgrave, Earliest Life, pp.63-4. 
1 6 2 - Colgrave, op. cit., p.46. T h i s p o i n t c o u l d be d i s p u t e d . John 
t h e Deacon (S.Gregorii Magni Vita, P.L. 75, 61-242) t o l d t h e same 
s t o r i e s and acknowledged t h e i r o r i g i n as E n g l i s h , but d i f f e r e n c e s 
i n w o r d i n g suggest t h a t he might not have known t h e Northumbrian 
wor k. 

1 6 3 . VGreg. cc.18-19. 

1 6 4 . T n e a u t h o r says t h a t A e t h e l r e d was k i n g o f Mercia when t h e 
t r a n s l a t i o n o c c u r r e d ; A e t h e l r e d d i e d i n 704, but i t i s l i k e l y 
t h a t E a n f l e d , who was born i n 626 (H.E. I I , 9) and was s t i l l 
a l i v e a t t h e t i m e o f t h e t r a n s l a t i o n (VGreg. c . 1 8 ) , d i e d b e f o r e 
t h e n . 
1 6 5 - Colgrave, op. cit. pp.47-8. 

1 6 6 . VGreg. c.18. 

1 6 7 . ibid. 

1 6 8 . ' E a r l i e s t S a i n t s ' L i v e s ' , p.50. 

1 6 9 . i t i s c l e a r t h a t t h e Anonymous knew o f t h e Dialogi and 
something o f t h e i r c o n t e n t s , but i t remains t o be proven t h a t he 
h i m s e l f had read them or had access t o them. See below, pp.125-6. 
1 7 0 - E.g., VGreg. has t h e o n l y e u c h a r i s t i c m i r a c l e o f t h e corpus 
here under d i s c u s s i o n . See below, pp.255-6. 
1 7 1 • Thacker, ' S o c i a l and C o n t i n e n t a l Background', p.40. Thacker 
argues t h a t t h e r e was a nascent c u l t f rom t h e l a t e seventh 
c e n t u r y , which p r o v i d e d t h e S t r e o n e s h a l h a u t h o r w i t h h i s 
m a t e r i a l , but t h a t f o r two c e n t u r i e s t h e pope's r e p u t a t i o n i n t h e 
c i t y remained i n t h e balance ( ' M e m o r i a l i z i n g Gregory t h e Great', 
pp.14-17). 
1 7 2 - Const. 17 (Haddan & Stubbs, v o l . I l l , p.390). 
1 7 3 - ' . . . q u a l i t e r d o c t o r n o s t e r sanctus G r e g o r i u s v i r c e t e r i s 
i n c o m p a r a b i 1 i s s i t , n o b i s i n s a n c t i t a t e Deo a d i u v a n t e , 
venerandus.' (VGreg., c . 3 ) . 

1 7 4 - VGreg. cc.3-5, 32. 
1 7 5 - Thacker ( ' M e m o r i a l i z i n g Gregory t h e Great', p.22) argues 
t h a t c.32 and t h e e x i s t e n c e o f VGreg. i t s e l f w i t n e s s t h a t Gregory 
had been g r a n t e d f u l l l i t u r g i c a l honours i n England by t h e end o f 
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t h e seventh c e n t u r y . But t h i s argument i s c i r c u l a r ; i f VGreg. i s 
l a t e r , so might be t h e v e n e r a t i o n , and w h i l s t Thacker c i t e s a 
number o f p r e - V i k i n g d e d i c a t i o n s , he does not c l a i m them t o be 
e a r l i e r than c.750. 

1 7 6 . 'Social and C o n t i n e n t a l Background', pp.56-9. 

1 7 7 . VGreg. c . 1 7. 

1 7 8 . VGreg. c.16. 

1 7 9 . ibid. ( t r . C o l g r a v e ) . 

1 8 0 . Earliest Life, pp.56-9. 

1 8 1 . ' M e m o r i a l i z i n g Gregory t h e Great', p.13. 

1 8 2 . VPr. c.33. 
1 8 3 - H.E. IV, 23. 
1 8 4 . H.E. IV, 24. 
1 8 5 - Colgrave argues a g a i n s t t h i s t h a t i f t h e VGreg. were l a t e r 
than t h e H.E. t h e S t r e o n e s h a l h a u t h o r would have had access t o 
Bede's work (Earliest Life, p.57). I t has t o be conceded t h a t t h e 
h y p o t h e s i s t h a t t h e VGreg. was w r i t t e n i n t h e 740s r e s t s on t h e 
f a r from i m p o s s i b l e assumption t h a t , i n t h e f i r s t t e n t o f i f t e e n 
years a f t e r i t s c o m p l e t i o n , t h e H.E. had not reached 
S t r e o n e s h a l h . 

1 8 6 . VGreg. c.16; c f , H.E. I I , 12. 
1 8 7 . Thacker, ' M e m o r i a l i z i n g Gregory t h e Great', p.6. 
1 8 8 . op. cit. pp.18-21. 

1 8 9 . The S.Gregorii Magni Vita c l a i m s t o have been w r i t t e n a t t h e 
i n s t i g a t i o n o f John V I I I because t h e r e was no Roman l i f e ; t h e 
o r i g i n o f some o f t h e s t o r i e s i n John t h e Deacon's work i s 
a t t r i b u t e d t o unnamed E n g l i s h sources ( e . g . , I I , 41 & 4 4 ) , and 
John c l e a r l y found Bede's form o f t h e common s t o r i e s ( e . g . , I , 
21) p r e f e r a b l e t o t h e form used by t h e Anonymous, i f he knew i t . 

1 9 0 . vGuth. c.52. Bede recorded t h a t A e t h e l b a l d h e l d a l l o f 
England south o f t h e Humber i n s u b j e c t i o n i n 731 (H.E. V, 2 3 ) ; he 
s t y l e d h i m s e l f Rex Britanniae i n 736. T h i s hegemony c o u l d n o t 
have been ach i e v e d b e f o r e t h e death o f W i h t r e d o f Kent ( i n 725) 
or t h e a b d i c a t i o n ( i n 726) o f Ine o f Wessex. (F. S t e n t o n , 
Anglo-Saxon England ( 3 r d ed., O x f o r d , 1 9 7 1 ) , p.203). 
1 9 1 • 'Social and C o n t i n e n t a l Background', pp.305-6. 

1 9 2 . D . H . Farmer, The Oxford Dictionary of Saints ( O x f o r d , 1978), 
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pp.184-5. 
1 9 3 - J. Roberts, 'An I n v e n t o r y o f E a r l y Guthlac M a t e r i a l ' . 

1 9 4 . But, a g a i n s t t h i s , see S. K e l l y , 'Anglo-Saxon Lay S o c i e t y 
and t h e W r i t t e n Word', i n ed. R. M c K i t t e r i c k , The Uses in 
Literacy in Early Medieval Europe (Cambridge, 1990), pp.36-62. 

1 9 5 . vGuth. c.20. 

1 9 6 . The q u o t a t i o n s (some o f them f l e e t i n g ) are i d e n t i f i e d i n 
Colgrave's e d i t i o n , Felix's Life of Saint Guthlac (Cambridge, 
1956). 
1 9 7 . Felix's Life, p. 16. 

1 9 8 . ' S o c i a l and C o n t i n e n t a l Background', pp.323-4. 

1 9 9 . VGuth. p r o l . 

2 0 0 . VGuth. c.51. 

2 0 1 . Above, pp.15-17. 

202. G . I . B e r l i n , 'Bede's M i r a c l e S t o r i e s : N o t i o n s o f Evidence 
and A u t h o r i t y i n Old E n g l i s h H i s t o r y ' , Neophi lologus 74 ( 1 9 9 0 ) , 
pp.434-43, c o n t r a s t s two approaches t o t h e study o f e a r l y 
mediaeval h i s t o r i a n s , one which s i f t s t h e improbable o u t o f t h e 
w r i t i n g , and t h e o t h e r which q u e s t i o n s 'not t h e h i s t o r i c i t y o f 
t h e events r e c o r d e d b u t . . . t h e system o f assumptions u n d e r l y i n g 
t h e w r i t i n g o f h i s t o r y and t h e g a t h e r i n g o f evidence' ( p . 4 3 4 ) . 
The p r e s e n t w r i t e r m a i n t a i n s t h a t a s s e s s i n g t h e 'system o f 
assumptions' must l e a d back t o a review o f our p e r c e p t i o n s o f t h e 
h i s t o r i c i t y o f e v e n t s . 

The s u b t i t l e q u o t a t i o n i s from VGreg. c.3. 

2 0 3 - G. Ashe, Miracles (London, 1978). 

2 0 4 . j h e reason f o r t h i s i s p a r t l y t h a t , g e n e r a l l y speaking, 
m i r a c l e s t o r i e s a r e so connected w i t h q u e s t i o n s o f t h e o l o g y t h a t 
t h e i r purpose seems p r i m a r i l y t o te a c h t h e t r u t h t h r o u g h 
r e c o g n i z a b l e p a t t e r n s , r a t h e r t h a n t o amaze. See B. Ward, '"Signs 
and Wonders" - M i r a c l e s i n t h e Desert T r a d i t i o n 1 , Studia 
Patristica 17 ( 1 9 7 2 ) , pp.539-42. 

2 0 5 . op. cit.. Other schemae i n c l u d e t h a t p r o v i d e d by Loomis, 
White Magic (Cambridge, Mass., 1948), which, though a r g u a b l y more 
comprehensive, e v e n t u a l l y breaks down w i t h h i s t w e l f t h 
c l a s s i f i c a t i o n ( ' M i s c e l l a n e a ' ) i n c l u d i n g t h e sub-group, 
' u n c l a s s i f i e d ' . An a l t e r n a t i v e r e l a t i n g s p e c i f i c a l l y t o E n g l i s h 
and I r i s h m a t e r i a l o f t h e e a r l y m i d d l e ages i s t o be found i n 
M.A. S t e i n b e r g , 'The O r i g i n s and Role o f t h e M i r a c l e - S t o r y i n 
I r i s h and E n g l i s h H i s t o r y and Hagiography, 400-800 A.D..1 
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( u n p u b l i s h e d PhD. d i s s e r t a t i o n , U n i v e r s i t y o f New York, 1978). 
Because o f her s t r e s s on t h e I r i s h m a t e r i a l , S t e i n b e r g i n c l u d e s 
c a t e g o r i e s (such as m a l e d i c t i o n s ) which s c a r c e l y appear i n t h e 
E n g l i sh sources. 

2 0 6 . ward, op. cit., p.542. The p a r a l l e l i s t h e demonic a s s a u l t s 
on Guthlac; these s t o r i e s are about t h e s p i r i t u a l l i f e o f t h e 
s a i n t , so are i n c l u d e d as ' r e v e l a t i o n s ' i n t h e p r e s e n t a n a l y s i s . 

2 0 7 . These are my ter m s ; Sr Ben e d i c t a uses 'cures', ' i n t e r i o r 
k i n d s o f m i r a c l e s ' , and 'works o f power'. 

2 0 8 . Below, appendices 6-8. 

so 9 - E.g., W i l f r i d ' s v i s i o n o f Michael (H.E. V, 19, c f . VWilf. 
c.56) has been c l a s s e d as a r e v e l a t i o n , r a t h e r t h a n an h e a l i n g . 
2 1 0 • ' H a g i o g r a p h i c a l H e a l i n g 1 , Bulletin of the History of 
Medicine 8 ( 1 9 4 0 ) , pp.636-42 ( p . 6 3 6 ) . Loomis based t h i s 
c a l c u l a t i o n on a 'study o f more than t h i r t y thousand legends o f 
t h e s a i n t s ' (ibid.). Elsewhere, he c l a i m e d t h a t 'the r a t i o o f 
h e a l i n g m i r a c l e s t o a l l o t h e r k i n d s i s a p p r o x i m a t e l y i n a 
p r o p o r t i o n o f 100 t o one.' (White Magic, p.203). 
2 1 1 • On t h e m i r a c l e s o f t h e l a t e r middle ages, see R.C. Finucane, 
Miracles and Pilgrims : Popular Beliefs in Mediaeval England 
(London, 1977), and B. Ward, Miracles and the Mediaeval Mind 
( A l d e r s h o t , 1982). 
2 1 2- '"Signs and Wonders'", p. 540. 
2 1 3 • Posthumous m i r a c l e s are not excluded from any c a t e g o r y . 
Nature m i r a c l e s i n c l u d e Germanus' d i s c o v e r y o f Alban's blood 
s t i l l on t h e ground (H.E. I , 1 8 ) , and t h e green g r a s s o f 
M a s e r f e l t h (H.E. I l l , 1 0 ) ; amongst t h e r e v e l a t i o n s are t h e arc i n 
t h e sky on t h e a n n i v e r s a r y o f W i l f r i d ' s death (VWilf. c.68), and 
t h e appearance o f B o i s i l t o Egbert (H.E. V, 9 ) . There are many 
o t h e r examples. 
214- H.E. IV, 3, 6. 

2 1 5 - VGuth. c.45. 
2 1 6• Appendices 1-5. 
2 1 7 • E.g., VMet. c.12. Bede t e l l s us n o t h i n g o f t h e occas i o n on 
which C u t h b e r t saved h i s house from b u r n i n g , b u t p l a y s w i t h t h e 
id e a o f t h e ardour o f t h e s a i n t ' s p r a y e r s r e p u l s i n g t h e flames o f 
t h e f i r e . Such a n t i t h e s e s are a f e a t u r e o f t h e work ( a l s o , e.g., 
c.3 5 ) . See C.F. Altman, 'Two Types o f O p p o s i t i o n and t h e 
S t r u c t u r e o f L a t i n S a i n t s ' L i v e s ' , Medievalia et Humanistica n.s. 
6 ( 1 9 7 5 ) , pp.1-11. 
2 1 S - S t e i n b e r g , pp.172, 190. 
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Chapter One 

' Nec ab re e s t miraculum e n a r r a r e 1 : Why sh o u l d an H i s t o r i a n 

n o t i n c l u d e m i r a c l e s t o r i e s ? 

As we have seen, t h e Historia Ecclesiastica has been 

e d i t e d by t h o s e who were embarrassed by t h e m i r a c l e s t o r i e s 

i t c o n t a i n e d . Bertram Colgrave famously mused, 'How i s i t 

t h a t one who i s supposed t o be our g r e a t e s t mediaeval 

h i s t o r i a n can spend so much t i m e t e l l i n g w o n d e r - t a l e s ? ' , 1 

and p r o v i d e d t h e answer t h a t Bede was beholden t o p u b l i c 

o p i n i o n . 2 The demand f o r m i r a c l e s t o r i e s came, Colgrave 

(and o t h e r s ) b e l i e v e d , from t h r e e d i r e c t i o n s : f i r s t l y , t h e 

pagan r e l i g i o n o f t h e Anglo-Saxons would have c r e a t e d an 

e x p e c t a t i o n o f t h e w o n d e r f u l , t h r o u g h t h e legends r e c o r d e d 

o f i t s d e i t i e s , and from t h e a c t i v i t i e s o f i t s 

wonder-workers. 3 E s p e c i a l l y d u r i n g t h e p e r i o d o f t h e 

c o n v e r s i o n , t h e new r e l i g i o n ( C h r i s t i a n i t y ) had t o 

demonstrate t h a t i t c o u l d match t h e m a r v e l l o u s achievements 

o f t h a t which i t sought t o r e p l a c e . T h i s s i t u a t i o n i n 

i t s e l f was t h e consequence o f a more fundamental reason, 

t h a t i s t h a t t h e people o f t h e e i g h t h c e n t u r y were f a r more 

s u p e r s t i t i o u s t h a n t h e i r descendants, and even t h e l e a r n e d 

d i d not understand laws o f cause and e f f e c t which are now 

taken f o r g r a n t e d . 4 C h r i s t i a n s c h o l a r s were prepared t o 

accept i n t h e h i s t o r y they read t h a t which they would not 

n o r m a l l y expect t o happen. T h i s tendency was r e i n f o r c e d hy 
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t h e t h i r d reason C o l g r a v e i d e n t i f i e d - an h a g i o g r a p h i c a l 

t r a d i t i o n which o b l i g e d a u t h o r s t o i l l u s t r a t e t h e i r works 

w i t h m i r a c l e s t o r i e s . 5 B e l i e f i n t h e m i r a c u l o u s had, by t h e 

e i g h t h c e n t u r y , l e d t o t h e c o m p o s i t i o n o f a c o n s i d e r a b l e 

body o f m i r a c l e m a t e r i a l ; and t h e devotees o f any l o c a l 

c u l t a n t i c i p a t e d t h a t t h e deeds o f t h e i r s a i n t would match 

or i m i t a t e t h o s e o f o t h e r s . 

I t i s t h i s t h r e e - f o l d h y p o t h e s i s t h a t needs t o be 

t e s t e d i n t h i s c h a p t e r . F i r s t l y , t h e assumption t h a t a 

pagan r e l i g i o n e x i s t e d t o p r o v i d e a r i v a l t o t h e 

C h r i s t i a n i t y o f t h e m i r a c l e workers i s examined. Secondly, 

an a t t e m p t i s made t o i d e n t i f y t h e p h i l o s o p h i c a l 

p r e s u p p o s i t i o n s w i t h which our a u t h o r s worked; what was t h e 

C h r i s t i a n u n d e r s t a n d i n g o f m i r a c l e which t h e e i g h t h - c e n t u r y 

E n g l i s h Church had r e c e i v e d ? And, t h i r d l y , t h e 

h a g i o g r a p h i c a l background t o t h e s t o r i e s i s surveyed; do 

t h e Anglo-Saxon a u t h o r s demonstrate o r i g i n a l i t y i n t h e i r 

m i r a c l e m a t e r i a l , or merely dependency on s t o r i e s r e c e i v e d 

from o t h e r s a i n t s ' vitae. 

'Veteres c u l t u r a s hominibus t u l e r e ' : The Pagan Background. 

A c c o r d i n g t o Colgrave, ' . . . t h e peoples o f w e s t e r n 

Europe who accepted C h r i s t i a n i t y , v e r y o f t e n under 

compulsion, would expect o f t h e i r new Master and His s a i n t s 

powers no l e s s t h a n t h e y had p r e v i o u s l y a s s o c i a t e d w i t h 

t h e i r gods and h e r o e s . ' 6 The E n g l i s h were no e x c e p t i o n , he 

c l a i m e d , p o s i t i n g an Anglo-Saxon w o r l d view i n which 'every 
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bush h e l d i t s demon and every grove i t s god' 7 so these 

pagans had no problem i n b e l i e v i n g t h a t ' c e r t a i n chosen 

people, magicians and medicine-men, sh o u l d be a b l e t o a l t e r 

be c o n s i d e r e d i n d e t a i l l a t e r . But i t i s w o r t h n o t i n g f i r s t 

t h a t h i s assumption t h a t t h e p r e - C h r i s t i a n Anglo-Saxons 

were pagan ( i f by pagan we mean f o l l o w e r s o f a r e l i g i o n 

o t h e r t h a n C h r i s t i a n i t y ) 9 i s not one t h a t has been 

u n i v e r s a l l y accepted. An o l d e r school of h i s t o r i a n s (such 

as Oman and H o d g k i n ) 1 0 m a i n t a i n e d t h a t whatever pagan 

p r a c t i c e s t h e Anglo-Saxons might once have f o l l o w e d had 

e i t h e r been a minimal obsequience t o some god or had not 

s u r v i v e d t h e c r o s s i n g o f t h e N o r t h Sea. However, i n t h e 

1950s, t h e i n c r e a s i n g evidence o f place-names, p a r t i c u l a r l y 

i n t h e s o u t h - e a s t , was t h o u g h t t o p o i n t t o a widespread and 

deep-rooted pagan r e l i g i o n , w i t h c u l t c e n t r e s named a f t e r 

such Germanic gods as Thunor, Woden and T i w . 1 1 C u r i o u s l y , 

t h e more t h a t s t u d i e s have been made o f t h e place-name 

evidence, t h e fewer examples o f c o n n e c t i o n s w i t h 

Anglo-Saxon paganism have been i d e n t i f i e d . 1 2 The l i s t grows 

s h o r t e r , b e i n g c o n f i n e d t o t h o s e which i n c l u d e a word 

b e l i e v e d t o r e f e r t o a p l a c e o f w o r s h i p , 1 3 or which c o n t a i n 

t h e name o f a pagan g o d . 1 4 S u g g e s t i v e l y , t h e r e i s no 

example o f t h e two elements i n c o m b i n a t i o n i n a s i n g l e 

p i ace-name. 1 5 

Other evidence has been c i t e d as p o i n t i n g t o b e l i e f i n 

t h e Germanic pantheon and t h e knowledge o f r e l a t e d 

e v e n t s . ' 8 The evidence i n s u p p o r t /—wtrreTjf o f t h i s view w i l l 
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mythology. The s o - c a l l e d Franks c a s k e t has a panel which i s 

b e l i e v e d ( i n t h e absence o f any c a p t i o n ) t o d i s p l a y a scene 

from t h e legend o f Weland t h e S m i t h . 1 6 However, t h a t t h i s 

a r t e f a c t dates from a f t e r t h e c o n v e r s i o n i s i n d i c a t e d by 

th e i n c l u s i o n o f C h r i s t i a n iconography i n t h e same 

r e l i e f . 1 7 Amongst t h e l i t e r a r y sources, t h e poem Deor's 

LamenV8 and Waldhere^9 b o t h bear w i t n e s s t o knowledge o f 

th e Weland s t o r y , and i t seems t h a t t h e poets expected 

t h e i r audience t o have an ac q u a i n t a n c e w i t h t h e legend. 

But, a g a i n , both a l s o assume b e l i e f i n t h e C h r i s t i a n God, 

r e l y i n g , l i k e Beowulf, on a c u r i o u s c o m b i n a t i o n o f 

C h r i s t i a n and p r e - C h r i s t i a n elements. L i k e w i s e , t h e Dream 

of the Rood,20 a t h o r o u g h l y C h r i s t i a n work, has w i t h i n i t 

h i n t s o f pagan m a t e r i a l . 2 1 The Dream i s known t o us fr o m a 

t e n t h - c e n t u r y m a n u s c r i p t , which would not p r e c l u d e t h e 

p o s s i b i l i t y t h a t i t s pagan elements were Scandinavian 

r a t h e r than Anglo-Saxon, but f o r t h e f a c t t h a t one o f t h e s e 

elements, b e l i e v e d t o be a r e f e r e n c e t o t h e legend o f t h e 

b l e e d i n g god B a l d e r , i s r e p l i c a t e d i n r u n i c s c r i p t on t h e 

Ruthwell c r o s s , 2 2 which p r o b a b l y dates from t h e m i d - e i g h t h 

c e n t u r y . 2 3 

A r c h a e o l o g i c a l evidence f o r Anglo-Saxon paganism i s 

e q u a l l y sparse. The e x c a v a t i o n s a t S u t t o n Hoo have y i e l d e d 

a number o f o b j e c t s which seem t o d i s p l a y pagan m o t i f s , 2 4 

but a l s o a number which c l e a r l y o r i g i n a t e d i n a C h r i s t i a n 

c o n t e x t . 2 5 Work a t Yeav e r i n g uncovered what appears once t o 

have been a pagan temple (on t h e evidence o f t h e d e b r i s 
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from l a r g e s c a l e f e a s t s and a s i n g l e r i t u a l b u r i a l ) , 2 6 

which may have been c o n v e r t e d t o a church b e f o r e i t s 

e v e n t u a l d e s t r u c t i o n by f i r e . 2 7 The e x c a v a t i o n o f 

cem e t e r i e s has f a i l e d t o produce unequiv o c a l evidence o f 

paganism, p a r t l y because t h e r e i s no easy c o r r e l a t i o n 

between i n h u m a t i o n / c r e m a t i o n or between b u r i a l s w i t h o u t / 

w i t h grave goods and a C h r i s t i a n / pagan d i v i d e , 2 8 and 

p a r t l y because t h e r e i s evidence o f changes i n b u r i a l 

p r a c t i c e t h r o u g h o u t western Europe i n t h e e a r l y m i d d l e ages 

which were not w h o l l y r e l i g i o u s i n o r i g i n . 2 9 There are some 

cr e m a t i o n urns which c l e a r l y d i s p l a y a Thunor m o t i f ; 3 0 

however, as w i t h t h e f i g u r e o f Loki on t h e G o s f o r t h 

c r o s s , 3 1 a c o m b i n a t i o n o f C h r i s t i a n and pagan iconography 

was not uncommon, and may have been used f o r a e s t h e t i c 

r a t h e r than r e l i g i o u s m o t i v e s . 3 2 

H i s t o r i a n s have adopted w i d e l y d i f f e r e n t approaches i n 

t h e f a c e o f t h i s m a t e r i a l . Many have f o l l o w e d a c a u t i o u s 

p a t h , a c c e p t i n g t h a t t h e r e was some pagan w o r s h i p , but t h a t 

i t would be unwise s i m p l y t o assume t h a t t h e gods o f t h e 

Anglo-Saxons were t h e same as, and were c r e d i t e d w i t h t h e 

same deeds and powers as, t h e Scandinavian d e i t i e s o f whom 

we know much more t h r o u g h t h e n i n t h - c e n t u r y verse Edda and 

t h e t w e l f t h c e n t u r y work o f S n o r r i S t u r l u s s o n . 3 3 The 

o p p o s i t e approach was d i s p l a y e d by Branston, i n h i s work 

The Lost Gods of England. His argument was t h a t t h e o n l y 

way sense c o u l d be made o f t h e fragments o f evidence was t o 

assume t h a t t h e E n g l i s h worshipped t h e f u l l S c a n dinavian 

C h a p t e r 1 



65 

pantheon, but th e s e e a r l y b e l i e f s had been r i g o r o u s l y 

suppressed a f t e r t h e c o n v e r s i o n t o C h r i s t i a n i t y . I f 

Branston were r i g h t , t h e success o f t h i s s u p p r e s s i o n would 

be q u i t e a s t o n i s h i n g . Our e i g h t h - c e n t u r y L a t i n sources have 

l i t t l e a t a l l t o r e c o r d about t h e paganism which, Branston 

c l a i m e d , was v i b r a n t and p o p u l a r l e s s t h a n an hundred years 

p r e v i o u s l y . A more moderate approach i s d i s p l a y e d by two 

r e c e n t works on t h e s u b j e c t ; b o t h D. W i l s o n 3 4 and H.E. 

D a v i d s o n 3 5 admit t h e severe l i m i t a t i o n s o f t h e evidence, 

but s t i l l m a i n t a i n t h a t a r e c o g n i z a b l e Germanic paganism 

f l o u r i s h e d t o be r e p l a c e d by C h r i s t i a n i t y . A l l s c h o l a r s i n 

t h e f i e l d a r e , o f course, w o r k i n g t h r o u g h t h e v e i l w h i c h , 

i n t e n t i o n a l l y o r n o t , t h e C h r i s t i a n monopoly on r e c o r d 

keeping i n Anglo-Saxon England c r e a t e d . 

I t was no p a r t o f t h e busine s s o f C h r i s t i a n a u t h o r s t o 

p r e s e r v e pagan b e l i e f s f o r p o s t e r i t y . But, s u r p r i s i n g l y , 

t h a t i s p r e c i s e l y what Bede appears t o have done when, i n a 

much quoted s e c t i o n o f t h e De Temporum Rati one,36 he o f f e r s 

an e x p l a n a t i o n o f t h e names which t h e Anglo-Saxons gave t o 

t h e i r l u n a r months, i d e n t i f i e s a number o f d e i t i e s 

o t h e r w i s e unknown (Hreda, Eostre and 'the Mothers') and 

c l a i m s September as t h e month o f s a c r i f i c e , when excess 

l i v e s t o c k was s l a u g h t e r e d (presumably t h e r i t u a l which 

accounts f o r t h e c o l l e c t i o n o f bones a t Y e a v e r i n g ) . 3 7 Bede 

has been accused o f i n v e n t i n g t h e s e d e r i v a t i o n s , i n o r d e r 

t o e x p l a i n a nomenclature he had i n h e r i t e d but t h e 

s i g n i f i c a n c e o f which had been l o s t . 3 8 Audrey Meaney, i n 
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c o n t r a d i c t i o n o f t h i s , argues t h a t t h e f a c t t h a t t h i s i s 

th e o n l y known r e f e r e n c e t o these d e i t i e s and p r a c t i c e s 

i n d i c a t e s i t s v e r a c i t y . 'These obscure goddesses Hrethe, 

E a s t r e and t h e Mothers a r e t o my mind c o n v i n c i n g because 

they are so unexpected. And... we must not f o r g e t t h a t a t 

th e t i m e Bede was w r i t i n g t h e r e must have been many s t i l l 

a l i v e who knew a g r e a t deal about t h e superseded r e l i g i o n , 

e i t h e r a t f i r s t or second h a n d . ' 3 9 

But t h a t i s t h e c u r i o u s p o i n t . Bede completed De 

Temporum Ratione i n 7 2 5 . 4 0 Given t h a t t h e P a u l i n u s ' m i s s i o n 

was l i t t l e over an hundred years e a r l i e r , and was f o l l o w e d 

by a pagan r e a c t i o n a f t e r t h e death o f Edwin, 4 1 t h i s 

passage i s supposed t o have been w r i t t e n about t h e r e l i g i o n 

o f t h e a u t h o r ' s g r a n d p a r e n t s , i f not h i s own p a r e n t s . Yet 

he g i v e s an account o f t h e p r a c t i c e s ' a n t i q u i . . . anglorum 

p o p u l i 1 , 4 2 and t h e tone o f t h e whole passage i s as i f he 

were r e c o u n t i n g a system o f no more than a n t i q u a r i a n 

i n t e r e s t . S e t t l e m e n t i n B r i t a i n had brought t h e Saxons i n t o 

c o n t a c t w i t h C h r i s t i a n i z e d Romano-Britons, whose f a i t h 

a p p a r e n t l y had no e f f e c t on them w h a t s o e v e r . 4 3 Why s h o u l d 

we not suppose t h a t t h e y s a t as l i g h t l y t o whatever 

r e l i g i o u s systems t h e y had p r e v i o u s l y known as t h e y d i d t o 

th e C h r i s t i a n i t y t h e y met here? I s i t not p o s s i b l e t h a t by 

t h e t i m e o f t h e f i r s t C h r i s t i a n m i s s i o n , whatever b e l i e f s 

t h e E n g l i s h had were a l r e a d y d i s c r e d i t e d i f not f o r g o t t e n ? 

That i s t h e i m p r e s s i o n which i s g i v e n by Bede's account o f 

Edwin's c o u n c i l t o d i s c u s s h i s c o n v e r s i o n . 4 4 C o i f i , who i s 
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d e s c r i b e d as t h e 'primus p o n t i f i c u m 1 , r e v e a l e d t h a t he was 

di s e n c h a n t e d w i t h h i s r e l i g i o n . I t c o n t a i n e d , he reckoned, 

' n i h i 1.. . v i r t u t i s . . . n i h i l u t i l i t a t i s ' . He a l s o suggested 

t h a t h i s was something o f a m i n o r i t y p u r s u i t . 4 5 That 

C o i f i ' s k i n g , Edwin, was an a c t i v e and d u t i f u l pagan can be 

i n f e r r e d from Bede's statement t h a t he gave thanks t o h i s 

gods f o r t h e s a f e d e l i v e r y o f h i s d a u g h t e r , 4 6 but Edwin 

seems t o have been u n u s u a l l y t h o u g h t f u l , p o s s i b l y a 

n a t u r a l l y r e l i g i o u s man, and, perhaps, an e x c e p t i o n t o t h e 

general r u l e . 

Other r e f e r e n c e s t o pagan r e l i g i o n i n t h e Historia 

Ecclesiastica a r e few and f a r between. I n t h e l e t t e r t o 

M e l l i t u s , 4 7 Gregory I a d v i s e d t h a t pagan s h r i n e s c o u l d be 

c o n v e r t e d f o r use as churches; t h i s was not a s u b j e c t , as 

f a r as we know, on which t h e m i s s i o n t o Kent had request e d 

an o p i n i o n . S i m i l a r l y , i n h i s e p i s t l e t o Edwin, Pope 

Bo n i f a c e urged t h e Northumbrian k i n g t o dispense w i t h t h e 

w o r s h i p o f i d o l s . 4 8 I t must be asked whether these papal 

s t a t e m e n t s r e a l l y corresponded t o t h e s i t u a t i o n i n England; 

i t i s not a t a l l u n l i k e l y t h a t both popes' o p i n i o n s were 

c o l o u r e d by t h e s i t u a t i o n i n I t a l y and t h e i r knowledge o f 

c l a s s i c a l paganism, e s p e c i a l l y as t h e e a r l y years o f t h e 

seventh c e n t u r y was t h e t i m e when t h e fana o f a n c i e n t Rome 

were be i n g c o n v e r t e d t o C h r i s t i a n u s e . 4 9 But we are not 

e n t i r e l y dependent on t h e w i t n e s s o f two popes who never 

v i s i t e d t h e s e i s l a n d s f o r i n f o r m a t i o n about E n g l i s h i d o l 

w o r s h i p . There are o t h e r r e f e r e n c e s i n t h e Historia 
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Ecclesiastics. Redwald m a i n t a i n e d an ambivalence about 

r e l i g i o u s m a t t e r s , keeping a C h r i s t i a n a l t a r a l o n g s i d e one 

'ad v i c t i m a s daemoniorum'. 5 0 We can o n l y presume t h a t by 

daemones Bede had i n mind t h e goddesses whom he mentioned 

i n De Temporum Ratione, or some o t h e r l o s t d e i t y , t o whom 

he a i r i l y a t t a c h e s t h e name o f demon, an a s s o c i a t i o n which 

C h r i s t i a n a p o l o g i s t s had o f t e n made. 5 1 A c c o r d i n g t o t h e 

Historia Eccl esi asti ca, t h e p a r t o f t h e c o u n t r y where 

paganism r e p e a t e d l y posed a t h r e a t t o C h r i s t i a n i t y was t h e 

t e r r i t o r y o f t h e East Saxons. S a b e r t ' s death l e d t o t h e 

d e f e a t o f t h e i n i t i a l C h r i s t i a n m i s s i o n , 5 2 and t h e plague 

of t h e 660s l e d t o an apostasy under S i g h e r e who brought 

d e r e l i c t temples back i n t o u s e , 5 3 a r a r e example o f a pagan 

c u l t which seems t o have o p e r a t e d beyond t h e c i r c l e around 

t h e k i n g . T h i s l a s t r e l a p s e was s h o r t - l i v e d , perhaps 

another s i g n t h a t paganism h e l d few a t t r a c t i o n s . That 

Cu t h b e r t had t o deal w i t h a s i m i l a r o c currence i s r e p o r t e d 

i n t h e Vita Prosaica;54 again t h i s i s s e t a t a t i m e o f 

d e s p e r a t i o n f o l l o w i n g an o u t b r e a k o f plague. 

I t i s u n t e n a b l e t o i n s i s t t h a t t h e Anglo-Saxons were 

not pagan, but t h e evidence does suggest t h a t what heathen 

p r a c t i c e t h e r e was was n o t , a t l e a s t by t h e t i m e o f t h e 

c o n v e r s i o n t o C h r i s t i a n i t y , w i d e l y s u p p o r t e d . There i s f a r 

more evidence o f i t s e x i s t e n c e and p e r s i s t e n c e i n t h e south 

and east than i n Northumbria; f o r example, t h e r e i s no 

i d e n t i f i e d pagan place-name l o c a t e d i n Northumbria or i n 

East A n g l i a . 5 5 I t appears o f t e n t o have been o n l y t h e w i l l 

Chapter 1 



69 

of t h e k i n g t h a t determined whether a p r o v i n c e c o u l d be 

deemed C h r i s t i a n or pagan, and i t may w e l l be t h a t t h e r e 

was l i t t l e r e l i g i o n p r a c t i s e d away from t h e r o y a l 

p a l a c e s . 5 6 The i m p r e s s i o n g i v e n by Bede and h i s 

c o n t e m p o r a r i e s , d e l i b e r a t e l y o r o t h e r w i s e , i s t h a t by t h e 

ti m e t h e y w r o t e whatever pagan b e l i e f s t h e i r f o r e b e a r s had 

f o l l o w e d were moribund. I t i s u n l i k e l y t h a t t h e y were 

w i d e l y p o p u l a r a t t h e t i m e o f t h e c o n v e r s i o n , and a l t h o u g h 

t h e r e i s evidence o f a resumption o f some pagan p r a c t i c e 

f o l l o w i n g t h e epidemic o f t h e mid-660s, i t i s not 

s u r p r i s i n g t h a t i n a t i m e o f c r i s i s any a t t e m p t t o ward o f f 

an e v i l was t r i e d . Rather than t h e r u t h l e s s s u p p r e s s i o n 

which Branston h y p o t h e s i z e d , t h e evidence o f pagan elements 

c r e e p i n g i n t o C h r i s t i a n l i t e r a t u r e and a r t suggests t h a t 

t h e o l d b e l i e f s , whatever t h e y were, were not deemed t o 

pose a t h r e a t t o t h e church. 

The s i t u a t i o n might be c l e a r e r were i t p o s s i b l e t o 

draw a d i s t i n c t i o n between p r a c t i c e s which belonged t o 

pagan r e l i g i o n and t h e wider range o f customs o f which t h e 

church d i s a p p r o v e d . 5 7 W i t h i n t h e l a t t e r c a t e g o r y comes any 

form o f magic or s u p e r s t i t i o n . Presumably, t h e i m p l i c a t i o n 

o f t h e s t o r y o f t h e b l i n d e d magicians i n t h e Vita 

Gregorii,58 i s t h a t t h e two c h a r a c t e r s employed t o summon 

up demons a g a i n s t Gregory were heathens, and t h e a u t h o r i t y 

o f t h e C h r i s t i a n , who had excommunicated t h e man who had 

i n s t i g a t e d t h e i r a t t a c k , was proved s u p e r i o r . But, t h e r e i s 

no reason t o b e l i e v e t h a t t h e s t o r y o f t h e c o n v e r s i o n o f 
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Northumbria as t h e same w r i t e r t e l l s i t p o i n t s t o an a c t i v e 

paganism. The two d e t a i l s which have been used t o s u p p o r t 

such a view are t h e d e s c r i p t i o n o f Edwin's f o l l o w e r s as 

' g e n t i l i t a t i non solum, sed e t i a m e t non l i c i t i s s t r i c t i 

c o n i u g i i s ' and t h e s i g n o f t h e crow which P a u l i n u s had 

k i l l e d i n t h e same e p i s o d e . 5 9 On t h e f i r s t p o i n t , we know 

t h a t A u g u s t i n e o f Can t e r b u r y sought a d v i c e on t h e f o r b i d d e n 

degrees o f c o n s a n g u i n i t y , w i t h o u t t h e r e being any h i n t t h a t 

t h e r e was r e l i g i o u s s i g n i f i c a n c e t o t h e Germanic c u s t o m . 6 0 

There i s no reason t o b e l i e v e t h a t t h e word ' g e n t i 1 i t a t u s ' 

denoted a b e l i e v e r i n paganism; g i v e n t h e c o n t e x t ( t h e 

p a r t y was on i t s way t o church f o r catechism) i t i s more 

l i k e l y t h a t t h e a u t h o r s i m p l y meant those t h a t had not a t 

t h a t t i m e been b a p t i z e d . The crow o f f e r s a c l e a r example o f 

s u p e r s t i t i o n : 'Quaedam s t r i d u l a c o m i x ad plagam voce 

peiorem c a n t a v i t . ' The p r e c i s e meaning o f 'ad plagam 

peiorem' i s not c l e a r ; Colgrave's t r a n s l a t i o n , 'an 

u n p r o p i t i o u s c o r n e r o f t h e sk y 1 seems t h e most l i k e l y . 6 1 

T h i s i s sim p l e s u p e r s t i t i o n , and, as Wil s o n n o t e s , 

commonplace b e l i e f s need not suggest adherence t o any 

p a r t i c u l a r r e l i g i o u s s y s t e m . 6 2 

So, l i t t l e i s found i n t h e m i r a c l e s t o r i e s t o suggest 

t h a t C h r i s t i a n w r i t e r s had t o r e c o r d m i r a c l e s ( o r C h r i s t i a n 

s a i n t s t o p e r f o r m them) i n o r d e r t o compete w i t h t h e 

achievements o f pagan thaumaturges or t h e myths o f pagan 

gods. Even some those m i r a c l e s t h a t have been c i t e d as 

evidence o f a pagan background are not unambiguous. There 
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i s a c u r i o u s s t o r y i n t h e Vita Prosaica o f C u t h b e r t , i n 

which t h e s a i n t 3 s t i l l i n h i s y o u t h , saves a group o f monks 

from a storm i n t h e mouth o f t h e T y n e . 6 3 Bede r e c o r d s t h a t 

w a t c h i n g t h e monks as t h e y s t r u g g l e d t o get t h e i r r a f t s 

back t o l a n d t h e r e was a l a r g e crowd, who r e f u s e d 

C u t h b e r t ' s s u g g e s t i o n t h a t t h e y should pray f o r t h e monks' 

s a f e t y . T h e i r o b j e c t i o n was t h a t t h e monks were t h o s e who 

'vet e r e s c u l t u r a s hominibus t u l e r e , e t novas q u a l i t e r 

o b s e r v a r e debeant nemo n o v i t . ' I t might be t h a t t h e o l d 

customs were pagan r i t e s and t h a t t h e monks were blamed f o r 

th e c o n v e r s i o n t o C h r i s t i a n i t y ; i t might a l t e r n a t i v e l y be 

t h a t t h e s t o r y i s making some r e f e r e n c e t o t h e change from 

I r i s h t o Roman p r a c t i c e s which was u n p o p u l a r . 6 4 What i s 

c u r i o u s i s t h a t , i f we a r e t o b e l i e v e t h a t t h e r u s t i c s were 

pagan ( o r even r e c e n t and r e l u c t a n t c o n v e r t s from a pagan 

r e l i g i o n ) , t h e y s h o u l d wish ' n u l l i u s eorum m i s e r a t u r Deus.1 

I t might even be t h a t t h e o b j e c t i o n t o t h e monks was not 

r e l i g i o u s a t a l l ; ' c u l t u r a ' does not have t o c a r r y t h e 

meaning o f a r e l i g i o u s s y s t e m . 6 5 Might i t s i m p l y be t h a t 

t h e monks had been g r a n t e d t h e l a n d , t h a t t h e l o c a l s f e l t 

t h r e a t e n e d by t h e i r way o f l i f e , and f e a r e d i t s i m p o s i t i o n 

on them, and so were not s o r r y t o see t h e monks drown. The 

s t o r y i s not p a r a l l e l e d i n t h e L i n d i s f a r n e L i f e , b u t i s i n 

t h e m e t r i c a l Vita Cuthberti,66 where, Bede makes no mention 

t o a change o f p r a c t i c e a t a l l , as i f he expected h i s 

readers t o know t h e i s s u e s t h a t caused l o c a l people t o 

r e s e n t t h e i n h a b i t a n t s o f m o n a s t e r i e s . 6 7 

Chapter 1 



72 

Another s t o r y sometimes c i t e d as c o n t a i n i n g evidence 

o f pagan b e l i e f i s t h a t o f Imma, th e noble c a p t u r e d and 

s h a c k l e d , but whose c h a i n s f e l l o f f him every t i m e h i s 

b r o t h e r s a i d mass f o r h i m . 6 8 W h i l s t t h i s i s o b v i o u s l y a 

C h r i s t i a n s t o r y , i n t h e sense t h a t i t i s making a 

t h e o l o g i c a l p o i n t about t h e e f f i c a c y o f t h e e u c h a r i s t i c 

s a c r i f i c e o f f e r e d f o r t h e deceased, t h e r e i s an h i n t a t a 

pagan background. The c a p t o r asked Imma why he c o u l d not be 

h e l d : '...an f o r t e l i t t e r a s s o l u t o r i a s de q u a l i b u s f a b u l a e 

f e r u n t , apud se h a b e r e t , p r o p t e r quas l i g a r i non p o s s e t . ' 

I t i s a passage t h a t has been misunderstood, p a r t l y because 

s c h o l a r s have been m i s l e d by A e l f r i c ' s h o m i l y i n which he 

spoke o f runes as he r e t o l d t h e s t o r y . 6 9 There i s no 

evidence t h a t i n t h e age when Bede w r o t e , t h e r e was any 

m y s t i c a l b e l i e f i n t h e power o f t h e r u n i c s c r i p t o f 

i t s e l f . 7 0 The most t h a t Bede's words convey i s t h a t Imma 

was t h o u g h t t o have had some form o f s p e l l on h i s person, 

and e i t h e r t h a t by r e a d i n g or s a y i n g i t he r e l e a s e d 

h i m s e l f , or t h a t t h e parchment c o n t a i n i n g t h e charm had 

some f o r c e . No o t h e r evidence o f these ' l i t e r a s s o l u t o r i a s 1 

has come t o l i g h t . Any s u g g e s t i o n t h a t t h i s r e f e r e n c e i s 

evidence o f a l i v e l y paganism can be s a f e l y d i s r e g a r d e d . 

There i s no more reason t o b e l i e v e t h a t t h e ' l i t e r a s 

s o l u t o r i a s 1 were c i r c u l a t e d by pagan p r i e s t s t h a n t h a t t h e y 

were a f o r m o f C h r i s t i a n s u p e r s t i t i o n , or t h a t t h e r e was 

any r e l i g i o u s s i g n i f i c a n c e a t a l l . Magic, or t h e b e l i e f i n 

magical powers, does not need a r e l i g i o u s system i n which 
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t o f l o u r i s h . 7 1 Whatever l a y b e h i n d t h i s phrase i n t h e t a l e 

o f Imma, even t h e c a p t o r who posed t h e q u e s t i o n seems t o 

have known l i t t l e about i t . These were s p e l l s about which 

he had heard rumours, no more. 

The o n l y s t o r y i n t h e corpus here under d i s c u s s i o n 

which u n e q u i v o c a l l y w i t n e s s e s t o a l i v e l y paganism i n t h e 

B r i t i s h I s l e s comes i n t h e Vita Wilfridi.72 W i l f r i d , on h i s 

r e t u r n from h i s c o n s e c r a t i o n , was shipwrecked i n Sussex. He 

and h i s companions, who numbered some one hundred and 

tw e n t y , managed t o r e s i s t t h e a t t a c k s o f a much l a r g e r 

pagan army u n t i l t h e t i d e r e t u r n e d e a r l y t o r e - f l o a t t h e i r 

v e s s e l . I t i s one i n c i d e n t i n t h e b a t t l e t h a t p o i n t s t o an 

a c t i v e heathen c u l t i n Sussex. 'Stans quoque p r i n c e p s 

sacerdotum i d o l a t r i a e coram paganis i n tumulo excel so, 

s i c u t Balaam, m a l e d i c e r e populum Dei e t s u i s m a g i c i s 

a r t i b u s manus eorum a l l i g a r e n i t e b a t u r . ' T h i s c h i e f p r i e s t 

was soon k i l l e d by a stone thrown by one o f W i l f r i d ' s 

companions, as a s i g n t h a t 'Dominus... pro p a u c i s 

p u g n a v i t . ' I t c o u l d be argued t h a t t h i s s t o r y i s not t h e 

most r e l i a b l e o f evidence; so l i t t e r e d i s i t w i t h Old 

Testament r e f e r e n c e s ( t o Balaam, t o David and G o l i a t h , t o 

Gideon, and t o t h r e e i n c i d e n t s i n t h e l i f e o f Moses) t h a t 

i t must be suspected t h a t t h e n a r r a t i v e has been shaped t o 

f i t t hese p r o t o t y p e s . I t must a l s o be noted t h a t t h i s 

v e r s i o n o f W i l f r i d ' s v i s i t t o Sussex i n t h e mid-660s does 

not appear a t a l l i n t h e Historia Ecclesiastica. Both Bede 

and Stephen agree t h a t W i l f r i d r e t u r n e d t o t h e r e g i o n i n 
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t h e 680s, and was s u c c e s s f u l i n c o n v e r t i n g many o f t h e 

people and i n e s t a b l i s h i n g h i s monastery a t S e l s e y , 7 3 which 

suggests a v e r y d i f f e r e n t form o f paganism from t h e 

b e l l i g e r e n t v a r i e t y t h a t t h e bisho p had met e a r l i e r . But 

even i f Stephen's s t o r y i s o f u n c e r t a i n v e r a c i t y , i t i s 

u n l i k e l y t h a t he f a b r i c a t e d t h e e x i s t e n c e o f a pagan p r i e s t 

and, t h e r e f o r e , o f l e s s e r p r i e s t s and a c u l t . I t i s perhaps 

s i g n i f i c a n t t h a t , once a g a i n , t h i s s t r o n g e s t evidence i s 

from t h e s o u t h - e a s t o f England, and from t h e p o s t - p l a g u e 

p e r i o d o f t h e 660s when i t appears t h a t pagan r e l i g i o n may 

have enjoyed something o f a r e v i v a l . 

I n f a c t , i t i s t h e comparative absence o f r e f e r e n c e s 

t o paganism t h a t make those which are i n c l u d e d i n t e r e s t i n g . 

I t i s c l e a r t h a t t h e E n g l i s h w r i t e r s d i d n o t , as, f o r 

example, S u l p i c i u s Severus d i d , see most o f t h e i r s t o r i e s 

as s e t a g a i n s t a background o f pagan o p p o s i t i o n . There i s a 

wi d e r reason why t h i s should be t h e case. As w i l l be argued 

t h r o u g h o u t t h i s t h e s i s , t h e r e i s an e v a n g e l i c a l i m p o r t t o 

many o f t h e m i r a c l e s t o r i e s r e c orded i n e i g h t h - c e n t u r y 

England. I t was t h e business o f t h e w r i t e r s t o show t h e 

r o l e t h a t d i v i n e grace had pla y e d i n t h e c o n v e r s i o n o f 

t h e i r countrymen t o C h r i s t i a n i t y . Many o f t h e s t o r i e s a r e 

themselves a p a r t o f t h e h i s t o r y o f t h e e v a n g e l i z a t i o n , 

c e l e b r a t i n g t h e way i n which t h e gospel was preached and 

r e c e i v e d . But t h e r e i s no evidence, even i f t h e 

Scandinavian p a r a l l e l s can be used, t h a t E n g l i s h paganism 

was a p r o s e l y t i z i n g r e l i g i o n . 7 4 S t r a n g e l y , E n g l i s h sources 
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t h r o u g h o u t t h e e i g h t h c e n t u r y w i t n e s s t o a v i b r a n t and 

b e l l i g e r e n t Germanic paganism on t h e c o n t i n e n t . 7 5 T h e i r 

c o m p a r a t i v e s i l e n c e about t h e s i t u a t i o n on t h e i r own s i d e 

o f t h e North Sea suggests t h a t Hodgkin may have been r i g h t , 

and t h e Saxon p i r a t e s l e f t t h e i r heathenism b e h i n d t h e m . 7 6 

C e r t a i n l y , i f t h e r e were c u l t s w i t h which t h e h a g i o g r a p h e r s 

had t o compete, wonder-workers whom t h e s a i n t s had t o 

o u t - p e r f o r m , or myths which l e f t e x p e c t a t i o n s t h a t 

C h r i s t i a n m i r a c l e s t o r i e s were designed t o f u l f i l , t h e y 

have a l l v a n i s h e d , e s p e c i a l l y i n t h e areas i n which t h e 

works here c o n s i d e r e d were w r i t t e n , w i t h o u t l e a v i n g t r a c e s . 

I f we need an e x p l a n a t i o n f o r t h e e x i s t e n c e o f C h r i s t i a n 

m i r a c l e s t o r i e s , i t i s more l i k e l y t o be found w i t h i n 

C h r i s t i a n i t y i t s e l f . 

' N a r r a t i o f i d e l i u m ' : M i r a c l e and t h e C h r i s t i a n F a i t h . 

I n book f i v e o f t h e Historia Ecclesiastica, Bede 

recounted some o f t h e ' p l u r a v i r t u t u m m i r a c u l a ' which those 

who knew him were accustomed t o t e l l about John, bish o p 

f i r s t o f Hexham, l a t e r o f York, and commonly known as John 

of B e v e r l e y . The f i r s t concerns t h e c u r e o f a young man, a 

beggar w i t h whom t h e bishop had had some acquain t a n c e and 

whom, d u r i n g h i s Lenten r e t r e a t one year, he d e c i d e d t o 

c u r e . 7 7 The y o u t h s u f f e r e d from two c o m p l a i n t s . He had no 

power o f speech, and t h e s k i n of h i s head was d i s e a s e d so 

t h a t no h a i r grew. John asked t h e boy t o put out h i s 

tongue, and made t h e s i g n o f t h e c r o s s over i t . He then 
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proceeded t o ask t h e boy t o a r t i c u l a t e v a r i o u s sounds a f t e r 

him, u n t i l t h e boy began t o t a l k f l u e n t l y (and d i d not stop 

f o r t h e next t w e n t y - f o u r h o u r s ) . I t was c l e a r l y p e r c e i v e d 

t o be a m a r v e l l o u s c u r e . But we might ask how m i r a c u l o u s 

t h i s event r e a l l y was. What i s t h e s i g n i f i c a n c e o f t h e 

r e p e t i t i o n o f sounds? Was John d e m o n s t r a t i n g t h a t t h e cure 

had taken place? Was he e n a b l i n g t h e boy t o g a i n c o n f i d e n c e 

i n h i s new powers o f speech? Or was he a c t u a l l y c u r i n g t h e 

boy by t e a c h i n g him t o move h i s mouth? I n a paper on t h i s 

s t o r y , M.J. C I i f f e argued t h a t John employed a t e c h n i q u e 

commonly used i n modern t i m e s f o r mutism, 'successive 

a p p r o x i m a t i o n ' . 7 8 A l t h o u g h C l i f f e concedes t h a t t h e f u l l 

use o f t h i s method r e q u i r e s repeated and s y s t e m a t i c 

i n s t r u c t i o n , not s i m p l y one a t t e m p t , which i s a l l John 

seems t o have had, a q u e s t i o n mark might be p l a c e d a g a i n s t 

t h e idea t h a t t h i s s t o r y r e c o r d s something t r u l y 

mi r a c u l o u s . 

That query i s s t r e n g t h e n e d when t h e s t o r y t u r n s t o 

John's t r e a t m e n t o f t h e boy's head. 'Episcopus p r a e c e p i t 

medico e t i a m sanandae s c a b r e d i n i c a p i t i s e i u s curam 

a d h i b e r e . ' 7 9 A c c o r d i n g t o Bede, i t was by t h e h e l p o f t h e 

bishop's b l e s s i n g and p r a y e r s t h a t t h e boy was g r a n t e d a 

good s k i n and a f u l l head o f h a i r , but a g a i n , i t might be 

asked, how m i r a c u l o u s i s t h i s ? That John was w i l l i n g and 

a b l e t o t u r n t o a p h y s i c i a n (presumably a member o f h i s own 

s t a f f ) suggests t h a t t h e s k i n c o m p l a i n t was r e c o g n i z e d t o 

be c u r a b l e by non-miraculous means. 

Chapter 1 



77 

I l l l ^ C * ^ ^ ^ ^ ^ 

A q u e s t i o n mark might a l s o be p l a c e d a g a i n s t two 

s t o r i e s about John's e p i s c o p a l c o l l e a g u e ( o r r i v a l ) 

W i l f r i d . I n t h e Historia Ecclesiastica t h e r e i s a s t o r y 

about W i l f r i d e v a n g e l i z i n g t h e South Saxons. 8 0 A c c o r d i n g t o 

Bede, when W i l f r i d was d r i v e n o u t o f h i s see by E c g f r i t h , 

he went t o Rome, and, when unable t o r e t u r n t o Nort h u m b r i a , 

remained f o r a w h i l e i n Sussex and t h e r e c o n v e r t e d t h e 

people t o C h r i s t i a n i t y . At t h a t t i m e , t h e r e had been a 

drought i n Sussex f o r some t h r e e y e a r s , but when t h e people 

were c o n v e r t e d and b a p t i z e d , t h e r a i n began t o f a l l . Bede 

a l s o mentions t h a t t h e dro u g h t had caused g r e a t h a r d s h i p , 

some o f which W i l f r i d had r e l i e v e d by t e a c h i n g t h e people 

t o f i s h . I t would appear t h a t t h i s i s a d i f f e r e n t s t o r y 

from t h e one which Stephen i n c l u d e d i n t h e Vita Wilfridi,&i 

a l t h o u g h t h e two are v e r y s i m i l a r . 8 2 Stephen's s t o r y i s s e t 

a year or two e a r l i e r , i n F r i s i a , w h i l e W i l f r i d was on h i s 

way t o Rome. W i l f r i d was g r a n t e d p e r m i s s i o n t o preach t o 

the people, and h i s d o i n g so c o i n c i d e d w i t h an u n u s u a l l y 

good h a r v e s t and b e t t e r t h a n expected catches o f f i s h . Both 

a u t h o r s r e c o r d t h a t t hese s p e c t a c u l a r events a i d e d 

W i l f r i d ' s p r e a c h i n g , a l t h o u g h Bede suggested t h a t t h e 

people were c o n v e r t e d ( t o some degree) b e f o r e t h e r a i n s 

came. Both a u t h o r s g i v e W i l f r i d t h e c r e d i t f o r t h e 

f r u i t f u l n e s s o f t h e lan d and suggest t h a t h i s c o n v e r t s d i d 

th e same, and y e t i n n e i t h e r s t o r y does W i l f r i d pray o r 

per f o r m any a c t i o n t o cause t h e h a r v e s t t o i n c r e a s e . 
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A l t h o u g h t h e word 'miraculum' i s used o f n e i t h e r s t o r y , 

t h e r e seems l i t t l e reason t o doubt t h a t both Stephen and 

Bede would have seen an episode such as t h i s as a 

m i r a c u l o u s event, and y e t t o a modern reader i t might 

appear ( p a r t i c u l a r l y i n t h e Vita Wilfridi) s i m p l y t o be 

co i n c i dence. 

A l t h o u g h these s t o r i e s a re not c a l l e d m i r a c l e s , i t i s 

sometimes s u r p r i s i n g t o d i s c o v e r what i s . I t has p r e v i o u s l y 

been noted t h a t t h e Historia Abbatum o f Bede c o n t a i n s no 

m i r a c l e s t o r i e s , and t h a t t h e e a r l i e r work o f t h e same name 

has o n l y one account which might be c a l l e d m i r a c u l o u s , 

which concerns phenomena which were w i t n e s s e d around t h e 

tomb o f C e o l f r i t h a t L a n g r e s . 8 3 So i t would seem t h a t t h e r e 

was no t r a d i t i o n o f m i r a c l e s a s s o c i a t e d w i t h B e n e d i c t 

Biscop. Yet i n h i s sermon on t h e founder o f 

Wearmouth-Jarrow, 8 4 preached t o t h e members o f B e n e d i c t ' s 

community, Bede t o o k f o r h i s t e x t a passage i n which Jesus 

speaks t o h i s d i s c i p l e s who have l e f t e v e r y t h i n g t o f o l l o w 

him and promises them r e w a r d s . 8 5 T h i s promise, Bede says, 

was f u l f i l l e d i n t h e l i f e o f Benedict 'by a m a n i f e s t 

m i r a c l e ' . 'Debet v i d e r i . . . . q u a n d o p a t r i s n o s t i s p i r i t u a l i a 

g e s t a narramus, c u i m a n i f e s t o m i r a c u l o Dominus, quod 

f i d e l i m u s s u i s p r o m i s i t , a d i m p l e v i t . . . ' 8 6 Yet t h e r e i s 

s t i l l no m i r a c l e s t o r y t o l d . I t would appear t h a t t h e 

m i r a c l e Bede had i n mind was t h e i n f l u e n c e which Biscop had 

on t h e church i n h i s n a t i v e l a n d and t h e many people whom 

h i s m i n i s t r y a f f e c t e d . 

Chapter 1 



79 

A s i m i l a r approach i s r e v e a l e d by t h e a u t h o r o f t h e 

Vita Gregorii. T h i s work i n c l u d e s a s e r i e s o f m i r a c l e 

s t o r i e s about Gregory, i n t h e mi d s t o f which i s i n s e r t e d a 

d i s c u s s i o n o f t h e Pope's w r i t i n g s . 8 7 The au t h o r begins t h i s 

p a r t o f h i s account 'Hui us denique v e r i u s i n t e r c e t e r a v i r i 

signum s a n c t i t a t i s , quod maius e s t mirandum, omnibus quod 

i n s c r i p t i s s u i s tarn p r e c l a r u m i n l u x i t ' . C l e a r l y , Gregory's 

a b i l i t y t o expound on sacred themes i s counted as a 

m i r a c l e . 'Signum s a n c t i t a t i s 1 i s a phrase f r e q u e n t l y used 

by Gregory I f o r a m i r a c u l o u s d e e d ; 8 8 'maius e s t mirandum' 

i n d i c a t e s t h e response which would be expected o f someone 

l e a r n i n g o f a m i r a c l e . I t c o u l d be argued t h a t t h e use o f 

t h i s t erm suggests t h a t t h e a u t h o r was aware t h a t he was 

o f f e r i n g as a m i r a c l e something which might not i m m e d i a t e l y 

be r e c o g n i z e d as such by h i s r e a d e r s , but i t i s more l i k e l y 

t h a t t h i s r e p r e s e n t s a c o n s i s t e n c y o f approach w i t h t h e 

r e s t o f t h e work. The main purpose o f t h e Anonymous o f 

S t r e o n e s h a l h was t o e x c i t e h i s audience's a d m i r a t i o n . What 

e x a c t l y i t was t h a t was so m i r a c u l o u s i n t h e a u t h o r ' s eyes 

about Gregory's l i t e r a r y o u t p u t i s not c l e a r ; he r e f e r r e d 

v aguely t o t h e pope's wisdom and e l o q u e n c e , 8 9 and t o h i s 

s k i l l (ingenio).90 F i n a l l y , he o f f e r e d a nother m i r a c l e 

(signum) i n s u p p o r t o f h i s argument, w i t h a s t o r y o f how a 

dove was seen r e s t i n g on Gregory's head w h i l s t he worked on 

h i s H o m i l i e s on E z e k i e l . 9 1 

These are not t h e o n l y i n s t a n c e s which g i v e t h e 

i m p r e s s i o n o f a w i d e r ( o r l e s s d i s t i n c t ) u n d e r s t a n d i n g o f 
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t h e m i r a c u l o u s than a modern s c h o l a r might o f f e r . So i t i s 

f a i r t o ask, 'what u n d e r s t a n d i n g o f m i r a c l e might t h e 

E n g l i s h w r i t e r s o f t h e e a r l y e i g h t h c e n t u r y have 

i n h e r i t e d ? ' . M i r a c l e s t o r i e s have always been a p a r t o f t h e 

C h r i s t i a n t r a d i t i o n . 9 2 The New Testamant r e c o r d s t h a t 

C h r i s t and h i s d i s c i p l e s worked m i r a c l e s , and t h a t t h e 

m i r a c u l o u s accompanied t h e growth o f t h e e a r l y church. 

Space does not p e r m i t a f u l l d i s c u s s i o n o f t h e v a r i o u s ways 

i n which t h e m i r a c l e s t o r i e s were t r e a t e d i n t h e e a r l y 

church, nor o f t h e apparent c o n t r o v e r s y which some o f t h e 

c l a i m s o f C h r i s t i a n a p o l o g i s t s g e n e r a t e d . E s s e n t i a l l y , t h e 

main themes o f a l l l a t e r d i s c u s s i o n were l a i d out by 

A u g u s t i n e , p r i o r t o whom debate f o l l o w e d on t h e l i n e s l a i d 

down by t h e New Testament account. The e v a n g e l i s t s use a 

number o f words t o d e s c r i b e t h e m i r a c l e s o f C h r i s t and t h e 

a p o s t l e s , two o f which p r o v i d e most o f t h e elements f o r an 

u n d e r s t a n d i n g o f t h e s t o r i e s . One i s 'dunamis', 9 3 meaning 

'act o f power'; t h e m i r a c l e s are an i n d i c a t i o n o f t h e 

a u t h o r i t y o f C h r i s t over c r e a t i o n , and t h e m i r a c l e s o f t h e 

d i s c i p l e s f o l l o w from h i s g i v i n g a u t h o r i t y t o t h e m . 9 4 The 

o t h e r word commonly used i n t h e gospel f o r a m i r a c l e i s 

'semeion' (a s i g n ) ; m i r a c l e s are g i v e n not simplto t o amaze 

but t o enable t h e mystery o f C h r i s t ' s i d e n t i t y , and t h e 

t r u t h o f t h e g o s p e l , t o be d i s c l o s e d . 9 5 The two ideas 

cannot be d i v o r c e d ; t h e g r e a t e s t m i r a c l e o f t h e New 

Testament i s t h e R e s u r r e c t i o n , which i s understood both as 

s i g n and as a c t o f power. 

p l j t o amaze s i m 
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These ideas dominate t h e u n d e r s t a n d i n g o f m i r a c l e 
as i t i s found i n t h e a p o l o g i s t s . 9 6 There were t h r e e 
a p o l o g e t i c uses t o which m i r a c l e s t o r i e s were p u t ; i n a 
s o c i e t y i n which pagan magicians c o u l d a l s o produced 
wonders, t h e m i r a c l e s were t h o u g h t t o demonstrate t h e 
g r e a t e r power o f t h e Church, but i t i s as a s i g n o f t h e 
t r u t h o f an e v a n g e l i s t ' s message or a m a r t y r ' s t e s t i m o n y 
t h a t t h e r e a l i m p ortance o f m i r a c l e s l i e s . 9 7 Again, t h e 
two ideas belong t o g e t h e r ; t h e 'dunamis' t o work 
m i r a c l e s o p e r a t e s i n o r d e r t h a t t h e gospel or i t s 
s e r v a n t can be a u t h e n t i c a t e d by 'semeia'. 9 8 A l t h o u g h 
t h e r e was some h e s i t a n c y on t h e p a r t o f some o f t h e 
Fat h e r s t o appeal t o m i r a c l e s , 9 9 and, i n t h e f a c e o f 
Greek p h i l o s o p h y , some d i f f i c u l t y p e r c e i v e d i n d e f e n d i n g 
t h e i d e a o f t h e m i r a c u l o u s , 1 0 0 t h a t m i r a c l e s o p e r a t e d as 
both a c t s o f power and a u t h e n t i c a t i n g s i g n s i n t h e 
t h o u g h t o f t h e church i n t o t h e f o u r t h c e n t u r y i s c l e a r l y 
w i t n e s s e d i n t h e w r i t i n g o f A r n o b i u s . 1 0 1 J u s t as t h e 
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m i r a c l e s o f t h e a p o s t l e s had a i d e d t h e e a r l i e s t 

c o n v e r s i o n s , so i n h i s own t i m e A r n o b i u s saw t h e 

occ u r r e n c e o f t h e m i r a c u l o u s as p r o v i n g t h e s u p e r i o r i t y 

o f C h r i s t i a n i t y over p a g a n i s m . 1 0 2 

The l a t e r f o u r t h c e n t u r y saw a growth i n t h e 

e x p e c t a t i o n o f t h e m i r a c u l o u s and t h e development o f 

s h r i n e s t o which t h e f a i t h f u l came s p e c i f i c a l l y t o see 

m i r a c l e s . The development was f a r from u n i v e r s a l l y 

welcomed. For V i g i l a n t i u s (whose views are known t o us from 

Jerome's vehement o p p o s i t i o n ) 1 0 6 i t was s i m p l y not p o s s i b l e 

f o r m i r a c l e s t o be worked by t h e r e l i c s o f m a r t y r s ; t h e 

dead, however h o l y , d i d not have t h e power t o i n t e r f e r e i n 

human l i f e . V i g i l a n t i u s was not al o n e , and even amongst 

th o s e who d i d not share h i s views, t h e r e was concern t h a t 

t h e r e might be a growing t r a f f i c i n r e l i c s . 1 0 7 That t h e 

c u l t o f t h e m i r a c u l o u s grew was due t o t h e patronage o f 

some o f t h e most i n f l u e n t i a l f i g u r e s i n t h e f o u r t h - c e n t u r y 

c hurch. Ambrose, as bishop o f M i l a n , p r e s i d e d i n 386 over 

th e e s t a b l i s h m e n t o f a s h r i n e t o t h e m a r t y r s Gervasius and 

P r o t a s i u s , an oc c a s i o n marked by a number o f m i r a c u l o u s 

e v e n t s . 1 0 8 These events seem t o have c o n f i r m e d i n Ambrose's 

mind t h a t t h i s was a genuine d i s c o v e r y o f bones; t h e y a l s o 

seem t o have f i t t e d i n t o Ambrose's d e s i r e t h a t a b a s i l i c a 
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i n M i l a n s h o u l d be t h e equal o f one i n Rome. 1 0 9 These 

m i r a c l e s impressed A u g u s t i n e o f Hippo, who w i t n e s s e d 

t h e m , 1 1 0 and i t i s w i t h t h e g r e a t A f r i c a n b i s h o p t h a t t h e 

l i n e s o f development i n e a r l y C h r i s t i a n t h o u g h t converge. 

L i k e A r n o b i u s , Augustine s t r e s s e d t h e importance o f 

contemporary m i r a c l e s . One o f h i s most s i g n i f i c a n t 

c o n t r i b u t i o n s t o t h e d i s c u s s i o n r e l a t e s t o t h e m i r a c l e s 

which f o l l o w e d t h e t r a n s l a t i o n o f t h e r e l i c s o f Stephen t h e 

p r o t o - m a r t y r t o Hippo i n about 4 1 6 . 1 1 1 I n h i s account o f 

events a t t h e s h r i n e i n r e c e n t y e a r s , he asked t h a t t h e s e 

and o t h e r contemporary m i r a c l e s s h o u l d be p u b l i s h e d abroad, 

and commended t h e p r a c t i c e o f keeping and c i r c u l a t i n g 

r e c o r d s o f h e a l i n g s performed a t s h r i n e s . T h i s i s t h e f i r s t 

evidence o f t h e e x i s t e n c e o f ' l i b e l l i m i r a c u l o r u m ' , which 

were t o become a f e a t u r e o f many s h r i n e s t h r o u g h o u t t h e 

middle ages. Such p u b l i c a t i o n , A u g u s t i n e b e l i e v e d , would 

encourage o t h e r s t o b e l i e v e i n t h e f a i t h t o which t h e 

m a r t y r s w i t n e s s e d . 1 1 2 A g a i n s t t h o s e s c e p t i c a l about t h e 

occu r r e n c e o f such m i r a c l e s , A u g u s t i n e c r y s t a l l i z e d t h e 

view which emerged i n both T e r t u l l i a n and I r e n a e u s . Those 

who do not b e l i e v e i n t h e m i r a c u l o u s doubt on account o f 

t h e i r h a v i n g a f i x e d view o f t h e w o r l d , and t h e r e f o r e count 

m i r a c l e s as being i m p o s s i b l e because they are a g a i n s t 

n a t u r e . A u g u s t i n e m a i n t a i n e d t h a t such a view does not t a k e 

i n t o account t h e omnipotence o f God. I t i s o n l y on a 

m i s u n d e r s t a n d i n g o f what n a t u r e i s t h a t a m i r a c l e i s 

c o n s i d e r e d u n - n a t u r a l . By ' n a t u r e ' what i s u s u a l l y meant i s 
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what i s known o f t h e way t h e w o r l d i s . A m i r a c l e can appear 

' c o n t r a r y t o n a t u r e ' because i t s o c c u r r e n c e c o n t r a d i c t s 

t h a t k n o w l e d g e . 1 1 3 But i f what i s meant by n a t u r e i s t h e 

u n i v e r s e as c r e a t e d and o r d e r e d by God, then t h e r e i s 

n o t h i n g c o n t r a r y t o n a t u r e about a m i r a c l e . I t s i m p l y 

r e p r e s e n t s t h e b r i n g i n g out o f p o t e n t i a l t h a t i s h i d d e n . 1 1 4 

So m i r a c l e s a r e not contra-naturam. Rather, t h e y are beyond 

(supra or praeter) n a t u r e as we know i t . We might be 

amazed, but o n l y because we a r e l i m i t e d i n our 

k n o w l e d g e . 1 1 5 The main t h e o l o g i c a l premise i s t h e a b s o l u t e 

s o v e r e i g n t y o f God over His c r e a t i o n . 1 1 6 

A c c o r d i n g t o Benedicta Ward, t h e A u g u s t i n i a n view was 

t o h o l d t h r o u g h o u t t h e m i d d l e ages, and was o n l y r e f i n e d by 

t h e r e d i s c o v e r y o f A r i s t o t l e and t h e development o f more 

s o p h i s t i c a t e d u n d e r s t a n d i n g by A q u i n a s . 1 1 7 C e r t a i n l y , 

A u g u s t i n e ' s view i s consonant w i t h t h e m a t e r i a l we have 

from E n g l i s h w r i t e r s o f t h e e a r l y e i g h t h c e n t u r y . For them, 

a m i r a c l e was s i m p l y something which was m a r v e l l o u s , which 

i n v i t e d wonder, and t h e r e f o r e p o i n t e d those who knew o f i t 

towards t h e a c t i v i t y o f God. There i s l i t t l e e v idence t h a t 

t h e E n g l i s h w r i t e r s b e l i e v e d what t h e y were r e c o r d i n g was 

' c o n t r a r y t o n a t u r e ' . I n f a c t , t h e r e i s a number o f 

i n d i c a t i o n s t h a t t h e w r i t e r s saw t h e i r s t o r i e s as b e i n g i n 

a sense more n a t u r a l t h a n l i f e w i t h o u t m i r a c l e s . 

A u g u s t i n e had h e l d t h a t t h e fundamental m i r a c l e was 

c r e a t i o n , and t h a t a l l o t h e r s f o l l o w e d from t h a t . The F a l l , 

however, r e p r e s e n t e d a l o s s o f t h e harmony which humans had 
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w i t h t h e c r e a t e d o r d e r . 1 1 8 The s a i n t s o f s e v e n t h - and 

e i g h t h - c e n t u r y England are a t t i m e s p r e s e n t e d as r e s t o r i n g 

t h a t h a r m o n y . 1 1 9 The famous s t o r y o f C u t h b e r t p r a y i n g a t 

Coldingham i s one such e x a m p l e , 1 2 0 and t h e r e are o t h e r 

C u t h b e r t s t o r i e s which h i n t a t t h e r e s t o r e d sympathy w i t h 

n a t u r e , f o r i n s t a n c e , C u t h b e r t ' s a b i l i t y t o p r e v e n t t h e 

b i r d s on Fame fr o m e a t i n g h i s crops or s t e a l i n g t h e t h a t c h 

from h i s r o o f . 1 2 1 Bede, i n one o f t h e r a r e comments on t h e 

s i g n i f i c a n c e o f t h e m i r a c u l o u s , makes h i s p o i n t e x p l i c i t : 

Qui enim a u c t o r i omnium c r e a t u r a r u m f i d e l i t e r e t 
i n t e g r o corde f a m u l a t u r , non e s t mirandum s i e i u s 
i m p e r i i s ac v o t i s omnis c r e a t u r a d e s e r v i a t . At 
nos plerumque i d c i r c o s u b i e c t a e n o b i s c r e a t u r a e 
dominium perdimus, q u i a Domino e t c r e a t o r i omnium 
i p s i s e r v i r e n e g l i g i m u s . 1 2 2 

E q u a l l y c l e a r on t h i s p o i n t i s F e l i x i n t h e Vita Guthlaci 

D i s c u s s i n g w i t h h i s v i s i t o r W i l f r i d h i s a u t h o r i t y over t h e 

b i r d s on Crowland, G u t h l a c asks, 'Nonne l e g i s t i , q u i a , qui 

Deo puro s p i r i t u c o p u l a t u r , omnia s i b i i n Deo c o n i u n g u n t u r ? 

Et qui ab hominibus cognosci denegat, agnosci a f e r i s e t 

f r e q u e n t a r i ab a n g e l i s q u a e r i t ? ' 1 2 3 Where W i l f r i d i s 

supposed t o have read t h i s i s never s t a t e d ; but i t 
. - I \Co*~> 

s t r e n g t h e n s t h e view t h a t / t h e fnot4-on—o-f—-&T r e s t o r a t i on o f 

the p r i m a e v a l harmony ^ats—aTTTmp I icaTtCfff'TTf t h e m i r a c u l o u s 

£&eef> lay^ îr number o f w r i t e r s o f t h e t i m e ^ 1 2 4 C r e i d e r r i g h t l y 

argues t h a t f o r Bede t h e m i r a c u l o u s i s a 'sub-set of 

g r a c e ' 1 2 5 and t h a t grace i s not s e t i n h i s t h o u g h t i n 

o p p o s i t i o n t o n a t u r e 'so much as i t t r a n s c e n d s i t and even 

r e s t o r e s i t . 1 1 2 6 

A c c o r d i n g t o R i c h a r d Swinburne, 'Many people 
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understand by a m i r a c l e . . . . an event o f an e x t r a o r d i n a r y 

k i n d brought about by a god and o f r e l i g i o u s 

s i g n i f i c a n c e ' . 1 2 7 Such a d e f i n i t i o n would be inadequate f o r 

many modern p h i l o s o p h e r s . But i t i s one w i t h which t h e 

E n g l i s h w r i t e r s o f t h e e a r l y e i g h t h c e n t u r y would have been 

c o n t e n t , not because they were si mpli ci ores who had not 

th o u g h t about t h e s u b j e c t , b u t because t h e y had r e c e i v e d a 

w o r l d view i n which n a t u r e remained under t h e a u t h o r i t y o f 

God, where t h e aim o f s a n c t i t y was t o l i v e i n complete 

c o o p e r a t i o n w i t h God, and where t h e m i r a c u l o u s remained a 

s i g n t h a t God's power, however m a n i f e s t e d , was g r e a t e r t h a n 

human knowledge. 

'Miraculum memorabile e t a n t i q u o r u m s i m i l e ' : The 

H a g i o g r a p h i c a l Background. 

I n aqua v i d e l i c e t e l i c i t a de rupe, factum b e a t i 
p a t r i s B e n e d i c t i qui idem paene e t eodem modo 
l e g i t u r f e c i s s e miraculum, sed i d c i r c o u b e r i u s 
q u i a p l u r e s e r a n t qui aquae i n o p i a l a b o r a r e n t . 
Porro i n arces s i t i s a messe v o l a t i l i b u s 
r e v e r e n t i s s i m i e t s a n c t i s s i m i p a t r i s A n t o n i i 
sequebatur exemplum, q u i a l e s i o n e h o r t u l i quern 
i p s e p l a n t a v e r a t uno onagros sermone 
compescui t . 1 2 8 

So Bede drew t o t h e a t t e n t i o n o f t h e community a t 

L i n d i s f a r n e t h e s i m i l a r i t y between two m i r a c l e s t o r i e s t h a t 

t h e y had g i v e n t o him f o r i n c l u s i o n i n h i s Vita Cuthberti 

and accounts o f two o f t h e g r e a t heroes o f e a r l y monastic 

h i s t o r y . These are not t h e o n l y i n c i d e n t s i n t h e Vita 

Prosaica f o r which Bede emphasizes p a r a l l e l s . C u t h b e r t ' s 

c o n f l i c t s w i t h f i r e , b oth r e a l and i m a g i n a r y , are compared 
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t o s t o r i e s from Gregory I ' s Dialogi, one o f Benedict and 

th e o t h e r o f Marcel 1 i n u s , 1 2 9 and t h e account o f C u t h b e r t 

b r i n g i n g t h e ravens t o obedience i s s a i d t o have been ' i n 

exemplum p r a e f a t i p a t r i s B e n e d i c t i . ' 1 3 0 I t would appear 

t h a t t h e l i f e o f C u t h b e r t was b e i n g r e l a t e d , e i t h e r by Bede 

or by t h e L i n d i s f a r n e community, i n such a way as 

d e l i b e r a t e l y t o c a s t over i t t h e shadow o f B e n e d i c t . 1 3 1 

E s p e c i a l l y i n t e r e s t i n g i s Bede's comment i n r e l a t i o n t o t h e 

water from t h e ro c k episode (quoted above), which c l a i m s 

t h a t B e n e d i c t ' s m i r a c l e was t h e g r e a t e r as more b e n e f i t e d 

from i t . Could i t be argued t h a t t h e purpose o f t h e Vita 

Prosaica was t o pr e s e n t t h e s a i n t o f L i n d i s f a r n e as a 

second, but l e s s e r , Benedict? Such a b i a s might be 

e x p l a i n e d by t h e apparent t e n s i o n between t h e l a s t v e s t i g e s 

o f I r i s h o r g a n i z a t i o n and t h e Roman system f a v o u r e d by 

W i l f r i d and Biscop, and might a l s o l i n k w i t h t h e Anonymous 

o f L i n d i s f a r n e ' s comment t h a t C u t h b e r t s e t a r u l e f o r t h e 

monastery. 'Nobis regularem v i t a m primum componentibus 

c o n s t i t u i t , quam usque hodie cum r e g u l a B e n e d i c t i 

o b s e r v a m u s . ' 1 3 2 Was t h e Bede s u b t l y i n d i c a t i n g which r u l e 

was s u p e r i o r ? 

Such a c o n t e n t i o n i s no doubt a r g u a b l e , b u t not 

s u s t a i n a b l e . I f t h e r e were a B e n e d i c t i n e propaganda machine 

a t work, we might expect more e x p l i c i t comparisons. The 

t h r e e comments mentioned are remarkable because t h e y a r e 

a t y p i c a l , not o n l y o f t h e Vita Prosaica b u t o f a l l t h e 

h i s t o r y and hagiography o f t h e p e r i o d . That t h e E n g l i s h 

Chapter 1 



88 

w r i t e r s o f t h e e a r l y e i g h t h c e n t u r y were i n f l u e n c e d by t h e 

t r a d i t i o n s o f c o n t i n e n t a l hagiography cannot be d e n i e d ; 1 3 3 

however, t h e r e i s s u r p r i s i n g l y l i t t l e evidence t h a t any o f 

them c r e a t e d or shaped s t o r i e s i n i m i t a t i o n o f e a r l i e r 

s a i n t l y heroes. To prove such a n e g a t i v e i s i m p o s s i b l e , but 

a survey o f t h e most i m p o r t a n t o f t h e s a i n t s ' l i v e s and 

h i s t o r i e s which would have been read and w i d e l y known i n 

t h e west s u p p o r t s t h e view t h a t t h e E n g l i s h w r i t e r s used 

t h e m i r a c l e c o n t e n t o f t h e i r works w i t h a c o n s i d e r a b l e 

degree o f independence. 

The p r o t o t y p i c a l s a i n t ' s l i f e can be c o n s i d e r e d t o be 

t h e Vita Antonii,134 T h i s i s hagiography w i t h a c l e a r 

p o l e m i c a l purpose. Antony (251-356) i s p r e s e n t e d by h i s 

b i o g r a p h e r , t h e b i s h o p o f A l e x a n d r i a , A t h a n a s i u s , as t h e 

p i o n e e r amongst monks, p u r s u i n g a c a l l i n g which l e d him 

f u r t h e r and f u r t h e r from human s o c i e t y and c l o s e r t o God. 

The r e s u l t was a l i f e o f extreme a s c e t i c i s m and remarkable 

l e n g t h , h e a l t h and power. Antony i s r e p o r t e d t o have l i v e d 

t o t h e age o f 105, not t o have aged d u r i n g h i s f i r s t t w e n t y 

years i n t h e d e s e r t , 1 3 5 and t o have been b l e s s e d w i t h such 

s a n c t i t y t h a t he was i n s t a n t l y r e c o g n i z a b l e as a man of 

m a r v e l l o u s p o w e r s . 1 3 6 His vita was composed i n t h e year or 

so a f t e r h i s d e a t h . 1 3 7 That i t was h i s own b i s h o p who w r o t e 

i t i n d i c a t e s t h a t t h e A n t o n i n e way o f l i f e was b e i n g 

o f f i c i a l l y e n c o u r a g e d ; 1 3 8 much o f t h e work c o n s i s t s o f 

Antony's c o n v e r s a t i o n s w i t h h i s monks, a d v i s i n g them on t h e 

dangers o f t h e s o l i t a r y l i f e as he urged them t o f o l l o w h i s 
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e x a m p l e . 1 3 9 I t i s c l e a r t h a t t h e work was seen as 

propaganda f o r monasticism; i t was t r a n s l a t e d i n t o L a t i n 

b e f o r e t h e end o f t h e f o u r t h c e n t u r y by one E v a g r i u s , 1 4 0 

and t h i s appears t o be t h e v e r s i o n w i t h which i t appears 

t h e E n g l i s h w r i t e r s were f a m i l i a r . 1 4 1 The l a t e f o u r t h 

c e n t u r y was a t i m e when t h e d e s e r t communities were 

becoming both more p o p u l a r and more o r g a n i z e d , w i t h 

Pachomius, Jerome, R u f i n u s , B a s i l t h e Great, and Evagrius 

t h e P o n t i c a l l c o n t r i b u t i n g t o t h e c i r c u l a t i o n o f m a t e r i a l 

about t h i s i d e a l o f C h r i s t i a n l i v i n g . 1 4 2 I t i s i n t h a t 

c o n t e x t t h a t t h e Vita Antonii has t o be u n d e r s t o o d . 1 4 3 

I t i s not s u r p r i s i n g t h a t such a work s h o u l d c o n t a i n a 

s e r i e s o f accounts o f m i r a c u l o u s events a t t r i b u t a b l e t o i t s 

hero. Antony's a s c e t i c c a r e e r was marked both by h i s 

c o n f l i c t s w i t h demonic p o w e r s 1 4 4 and t e r r i b l e v i s i o n s 1 4 5 

( f r o m which he emerged u n s c a t h e d ) , and by h i s a b i l i t y t o 

heal t h e s i c k , 1 4 6 t o s u b j u g a t e animals t o h i m , 1 4 7 t o 

produce water i n a d r y p l a c e , 1 4 8 and t o know o f events 

b e f o r e t h e y occur or a t a g r e a t d i s t a n c e . 1 4 9 But f o r a l l 

t h a t , t h e Vita d i s p l a y s something o f an a m b i v a l e n t a t t i t u d e 

towards t h e m i r a c u l o u s . There a r e repeated s t a t e m e n t s t h a t 

t h e m i r a c l e s were worked by C h r i s t r a t h e r t h a n by 

A n t o n y , 1 5 0 and i t i s s i g n i f i c a n t t h a t t h e whereabouts o f 

Antony's m o r t a l remains were c o n c e a l e d , 1 5 1 w h i l e t h e l a t e 

f o u r t h - c e n t u r y c u l t o f t h e m a r t y r s was g e n e r a t i n g accounts 

o f m i r a c l e s a t t h e s h r i n e s . 1 5 2 I n t h e p o s t - C o n s t a n t i n i a n 

Church t h e o p p o r t u n i t i e s f o r martyrdom were fewer t h a n 
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p r e v i o u s l y , but A t h a n a s i u s p r e s e n t e d Antony as a m a r t y r , 

both i n t h a t he was prepared t o d i e f o r h i s f a i t h and i n 

t h e d a i l y martyrdom o f h i s a s c e t i c i s m . 1 5 3 That t h e r e was no 

known b u r i a l p l a c e suggests t h a t t h e monks d i d not want 

t h e r e t o be a c e n t r e f o r posthumous m i r a c l e s . F u r t h e r m o r e , 

Antony's m i r a c l e s seem t o have been somewhat a r b i t r a r y i n 

t h e i r achievement. Some, but not a l l , o f t h o s e who v i s i t e d 

him i n t h e d e s e r t were c u r e d , 1 5 4 and t h e r e i s a c u r i o u s 

s t o r y about two monks d y i n g o f t h i r s t when Antony sent 

water which saved one but was t o o l a t e f o r t h e o t h e r . 1 5 5 

Throughout, m i r a c l e s are pr e s e n t e d as a l e s s e r reason f o r 

the esteem i n which Antony was h e l d than h i s a s c e t i c i s m and 

wi sdom. 1 5 6 

I t i s c l e a r t h a t t h i s work was known i n England i n t h e 

e a r l y e i g h t h c e n t u r y . Not o n l y i s t h e r e t h e comment i n 

Bede's Vita Cuthberti a l r e a d y n o t e d , t h e r e i s a l s o evidence 

o f v e r b a l b o r r o w i n g from E v a g r i u s ' p r o l o g u e i n t h e 

Anonymous Vita Cuthberti, t h e Vita Wilfridi and t h e Vita 

Guthlaci ( a l t h o u g h t h e l a t t e r two might have borrowed from 

t h e f i r s t a u t h o r ) . 1 5 7 What i s t h e r e f o r e remarkable i s how 

l i t t l e i m p r e s s i o n Antony's m i r a c l e s made on t h e s t o r i e s 

t h a t t h e E n g l i s h w r i t e r s t o l d . W h i l s t many o f t h e deeds o f 

t h e E n g l i s h s a i n t s were t h e same as th o s e o f t h e E g y p t i a n , 

t h e r e i s h a r d l y anywhere t h a t i t can be argued t h a t t h e 

s t o r y was shaped by t h e l a t e r a u t h o r t o emphasize t h e 

p a r a l l e l w i t h A t h a n a s i u s account. The Bede comment i s 

unusual i n t h i s r e s p e c t ; i t i s a l s o odd i n t h a t t h e r e are 
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o t h e r s t o r i e s o f which Bede might have made a s i m i l a r 

remark. For example, Antony's v i s i o n o f t h e soul o f Ammon 

bein g c a r r i e d up t o heaven i s p a r a l l e l e d by C u t h b e r t ' s 

v i s i o n o f t h e death o f A i d a n , 1 5 8 and Bede c o u l d have drawn 

a t t e n t i o n t o t h e Antony water from d r y ground m i r a c l e 1 5 9 

r a t h e r than t o B e n e d i c t ' s . I n s h o r t , w h i l s t i t would be 

p o i n t l e s s t o deny t h a t t h e Antony s t o r i e s were an i n f l u e n c e 

on t h e E n g l i s h a u t h o r s , t h e r e was no conscious b o r r o w i n g 

and no d e l i b e r a t e p o l i c y o f shaping t h e i r m i r a c l e m a t e r i a l 

i n i m i t a t i o n o f A t h a n a s i u s 1 . 

B.P.Kurtz argued t h a t w h i l s t t h e o t h e r a u t h o r s 

n e g l e c t e d t h e Vita Antonii, F e l i x modelled h i s whole work 

on i t . 1 6 0 C e r t a i n l y , t h e Vita Guthlaci i s t h e E n g l i s h work 

which i n c l u d e s more episodes o f en c o u n t e r s w i t h demons and 

phantasmal v i s i o n s t h a n does any o f t h e o t h e r s , and i t 

alone i s t h e l i f e o f a s i m p l e h e r m i t ( r a t h e r t h a n an abbot 

or a bishop who l i v e d as a monk). K u r t z a t t e m p t e d t o show 

t h a t t h e s t r u c t u r e o f t h e V 7 t a was a d e l i b e r a t e p a r a l l e l o f 

the Vita Antonii, w i t h an account o f t h e s a i n t ' s y o u t h and 

v o c a t i o n being f o l l o w e d by h i s search f o r s o l i t u d e , h i s 

s e l f - d i s c i p i i n e , h i s encounters w i t h demons, h i s m i r a c l e s 

and f o r e s i g h t , h i s p o p u l a r i t y and h i s l a s t words and deat h . 

However, t h e r e i s n o t h i n g i n t h e Vita Guthlaci t o p a r a l l e l 

t h e l o n g d i s c o u r s e s o f t h e Vita Antonii and s e v e r a l o f t h e 

d i s t i n c t i v e f e a t u r e s o f F e l i x ' s work, such as t h e r o l e o f 

B a r t h o l o m e w 1 6 1 and t h e d e t a i l e d v i s i o n o f t h e a f t e r l i f e , 1 6 2 

have no source i n A t h a n a s i u s . Thacker has shown t h a t t h e 
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Vita Antonii was o n l y one o f t h e e a r l i e r h a g i o g r a p h i e s on 

which F e l i x drew, and t h a t i t was f a r from n e g l e c t e d by 

F e l i x ' c o n t e m p o r a r i e s . 1 6 3 I t i s l i k e l y t h a t t h e Vita 

Antonii was a s i g n i f i c a n t i n f l u e n c e on t h e way i n which 

those who knew Guthlac t h o u g h t o f him; a work t h a t was 

seminal i n t h e h i s t o r y o f monasticism and well-known i n 

England might w e l l have i n s p i r e d t hose who sought t h e 

a n c h o r i t e e x i s t e n c e and, perhaps even s u b ! i m i n a l 1 y , shaped 

th e way t h e y t h o u g h t about t h e m s e l v e s . 1 6 4 

The work which has o f t e n been understood as t h e next 

p o p u l a r work o f hagiography a f t e r t h e Vita Antonii i s t h e 

Vita Martini o f S u l p i c i u s S e v e r u s , 1 6 5 p u b l i s h e d , 

a p p a r e n t l y , s h o r t l y b e f o r e M a r t i n ' s death i n 397. 1 6 6 L i k e 

t h e Vita Antonii, t h i s i s unashamed p o l e m i c , w r i t t e n i n 

sup p o r t o f t h e a s c e t i c a l movement w i t h i n t h e c h u r c h . The 

w r i t e r , S u l p i c i u s Severus, was c o n v e r t e d t o t h e monastic 

l i f e s t y l e o f M a r t i n and P a u l i n u s o f Nola (355-431) i n t h e 

390s, and became i t s most zealous p r o p o n e n t . 1 6 7 L i k e 

P a u l i n u s , 1 6 8 S u l p i c i u s was o f a w e a l t h y , p a t r i c i a n 

background and both h i s work and t h e growing p o p u l a r i t y o f 

a s c e t i c i s m can be understood as a r e a c t i o n t o t h e pampered 

l i f e s t y l e o f t h e Gallo-Roman n o b i l i t y , w i t h which M a r t i n 

h i m s e l f would not have been u n f a m i l i a r , as h i s f a t h e r rose 

t h r o u g h t h e army t o t h e rank o f T r i b u n e . 1 6 9 However, t h i s 

was a development which was r e s i s t e d i n some q u a r t e r s . 

M a r t i n ' s opponents i n c l u d e d some o f t h e bishops o f h i s 

t i m e , and p o s s i b l y c l e r g y i n h i s own d i o c e s e . 1 7 0 C l a r e 
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S t a n d i f f e has argued t h a t t h e r e was a f e a r , p a r t 

t h e o l o g i c a l and p a r t a r i s i n g from e c c l e s i a s t i c a l p o l i t i c s , 

t h a t t h e extremism o f t h e M a r t i n - P a u l i n u s school o f 

monasticism tended towards P r i s c i 1 1 i a n i s m . 1 7 1 P r i s c i l l i a n 

had been b i s h o p o f A v i l a , d e s p i t e t h e r e b e i n g some 

s u s p i c i o n amongst h i s peers t h a t h i s views were t a i n t e d by 

t h e extremism o f t h e M o n t a n i s t s and t h e h e r e s i e s o f 

Gn o s t i c i s m . He was e v e n t u a l l y condemned as a magician and 

executed ( c . 3 8 5 ) , a f t e r t h e more r i g o r o u s o f h i s a s c e t i c a l 

p r a c t i c e s had been condemned a t t h e Synod o f Saragossa 

( 3 8 0 ) . 1 7 2 M a r t i n had been an a l l y o f P r i s c i l l i a n , and had 

used h i s f a v o u r w i t h t h e emperor t o p r o t e c t him f o r some 

t i m e ; a f t e r t h e e x e c u t i o n i t i s not s u r p r i s i n g t h a t some o f 

t h e o p p o s i t i o n s h o u l d be focused on M a r t i n . 1 7 3 

The Vita Martini i s , c o n s e q u e n t l y , a d e f e n s i v e work. 

Even more so are t h e l e t t e r s and two Dialogues which 

f o l l o w e d i t s p u b l i c a t i o n . A f t e r M a r t i n ' s d e a t h , t h e r e were 

o b j e c t i o n s t o some o f t h e m i r a c l e s t o r i e s t h a t S u l p i c i u s 

had used, q u e s t i o n i n g t h e v e r a c i t y o f t h e a u t h o r ' s 

i n f o r m a t i o n . 1 7 4 S u l p i c i u s p r o t e s t s t h a t he i s h u r t by any 

s u g g e s t i o n t h a t M a r t i n might not have been a b l e t o do t h e 

t h i n g s he i s r e p o r t e d t o have d o n e . 1 7 5 And w e l l might 

S u l p i c i u s have t a k e n umbrage a t t h e s u s p i c i o n t h a t he was 

not a r e l i a b l e w i t n e s s . 1 7 6 Much more than t h e Vita Antonii, 

t h e Vita Martini depends on i t s m i r a c l e s t o r i e s . They are 

t h e d e m o n s t r a t i o n o f t h e virtus o f M a r t i n , t h e p r o o f t h a t 

h i s l i f e s t y l e was, d e s p i t e a l l t h a t h i s d e t r a c t o r s 
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m a i n t a i n e d , one t h r o u g h which t h e d i v i n e power o p e r a t e d . 

That t h e l i f e was p u b l i s h e d so soon a f t e r M a r t i n ' s d e a t h , 

and t h a t t h e r e seem t o have been doubts about t h e m i r a c l e s 

even a t t h e t i m e o f w r i t i n g , 1 7 7 i n d i c a t e t h a t t h e s t o r i e s 

were c i r c u l a t i n g and be i n g debated. S u l p i c i u s and h i s 

a s s o c i a t e s would no doubt have a s c r i b e d t h e doubts 

expressed t o t h e envy o f M a r t i n ' s f e l l o w b i s h o p s , 1 7 8 but i t 

i s i n t e r e s t i n g t h a t i n t h e l a t e s t o f t h e M a r t i n i a n works, 

th e second D i a l o g u e , 1 7 9 S u l p i c i u s i s c a r e f u l t o o f f e r 

w i t n e s s e s i n s u p p o r t o f h i s s t o r i e s . 1 8 0 

That second Dia l o g u e c l o s e s w i t h an appeal t h a t t h e 

m i r a c l e s o f M a r t i n be broadcast t h r o u g h o u t t h e w o r l d . 1 8 1 

C e r t a i n l y , i t would appear t h a t by t h e e i g h t h c e n t u r y t h e 

Vita Martini was known i n E n g l a n d . 1 8 2 Q u o t a t i o n s from i t 

have been noted i n t h e Vita Cuthberti by t h e Anonymous o f 

L i n d i s f a r n e and i n t h e Vita Guthlaci.183 Thacker has h e l d 

t h a t i t was p a r t i c u l a r l y i m p o r t a n t as a t y p e i n Bede's 

r e - w o r k i n g o f t h e L i f e o f C u t h b e r t , p a r t o f t h e a t t e m p t o f 

the L i n d i s f a r n e community t o e s t a b l i s h t h e i r s a i n t as a 

monk-bishop whose r e p u t a t i o n would r i v a l t h a t o f t h e 

p r o t o t y p i c a l monk-bishop o f T o u r s . 1 8 4 The E n g l i s h would 

have known something o f t h e massive c u l t o f M a r t i n a t 

Tours, and not o n l y as i t had been p o p u l a r i z e d and re c o r d e d 

by t h e c i t y ' s s i x t h - c e n t u r y b i s h o p , G r e g o r y . 1 8 5 M a r t i n was 

a po p u l a r s a i n t i n B r i t a i n b e f o r e t h e m i s s i o n o f A u g u s t i n e . 

A c c o r d i n g t o Bede, N i n i a n , t h e f i r s t bishop o f t h e P i c t s , 

was b u r i e d i n h i s c a t h e d r a l church d e d i c a t e d t o M a r t i n a t 
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Candida C a s a . 1 8 6 There was a l s o a Romano-British church i n 

Canterbury c o n s e c r a t e d i n t h e name o f t h e bishop o f 

T o u r s . 1 8 7 D e v o t i o n t o t h e c u l t o f M a r t i n i n t h e s e i s l a n d s 

seems, t h e r e f o r e , t o have been a f e a t u r e o f t h e B r i t i s h , 

r a t h e r than t h e E n g l i s h , C h u r c h . 1 8 8 I t would not be a t a l l 

s u r p r i s i n g had E n g l i s h a u t h o r s , l i v i n g w i t h a l o n g 

e s t a b l i s h e d reverence f o r M a r t i n , d e l i b e r a t e l y seen, and 

encouraged o t h e r s t o see, t h e i r own heroes as i m i t a t o r s o f 

th e M a r t i n i a n v i r t u e s . But, f o r a l l t h a t , t h e m i r a c l e 

s t o r i e s which a r e t o be found i n t h e E n g l i s h n a r r a t i v e s a re 

nowhere c o p i e s , o r even v a r i a n t s , o f t h o s e S u l p i c i u s t e l l s . 

There are p a r a l l e l s , but t h e y are few and f a r f r o m e x a c t . 

Of course, i t c o u l d be argued t h a t j u s t as M a r t i n had 

v i s i o n s , f o r e t o l d t h e f u t u r e , demonstrated h i s power over 

n a t u r e and e x o r c i s e d e v i l s p i r i t s from t h o s e p o s s e s s e d , 1 8 9 

so d i d C u t h b e r t or Gut h l a c ; but t h e m a t e r i a l o f f e r s more 

i n t e r e s t i n g c o n c l u s i o n s t h a n s i m p l y t h a t one s a i n t ' s deeds 

t e n d t o l o o k much l i k e a n o t h e r . A number o f s p e c i f i c p o i n t s 

can be made about t h e comparison o f t h e M a r t i n i a n s t o r i e s 

w i t h t h e E n g l i s h m a t e r i a l o f t h r e e hundred years l a t e r . 

F i r s t l y , c l o s e s t p a r a l l e l s e x i s t w i t h t hose p a r t s o f 

th e E n g l i s h corpus which have c l e a r c o n t i n e n t a l o r i g i n s . 

For example, t h e r e are s e v e r a l s t o r i e s o f s a i n t s h a v i n g 

power over f i r e ; M e l l i t u s , Aidan and C u t h b e r t a r e a l l 

c r e d i t e d w i t h h a v i n g saved a p l a c e by t u r n i n g away t h e 

flames from i t by t h e i r p r a y e r s . 1 9 0 But t h e s t o r y n e a r e s t 

t o t h a t o f M a r t i n s t o p p i n g a f i r e i s t h a t o f Germanus 
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r e f u s i n g t o be moved from t h e pa t h o f t h e f l a m e s . 1 9 1 I n 

each s t o r y t h e key f e a t u r e s a r e t h e c o n f i d e n c e o f t h e 

s a i n t , and h i s courage i n s t a y i n g i n t h e f a c e o f t h e b l a z e . 

Bede's v e r s i o n o f t h e Germanus s t o r y i s taken almost 

v e r b a t i m from t h e Vita Germani o f C o n s t a n t i u s , 1 9 2 w r i t t e n 

i n t h e second h a l f o f t h e f i f t h c e n t u r y . 1 9 3 S i m i l a r l y , 

S u l p i c i u s has an account o f M a r t i n f a l l i n g down s t a i r s and 

bei n g t r e a t e d by an angel i n t h e n i g h t ; 1 9 4 again t h e 

c l o s e s t p a r a l l e l i n t h e E n g l i s h m a t e r i a l i s t h e s t o r y o f 

Germanus l e a v i n g h i s s i c k b e d when ' n i v e i s v e s t i b u s v i d i t 

s i b i adesse personam...' 1 9 5 There i s no v e r b a l b o r r o w i n g by 

C o n s t a n t i u s or Bede from S u l p i c i u s , but t h e o u t l i n e s o f t h e 

s t o r i e s a r e t h e same - t h e s a i n t has a f a l l , he t a k e s t o 

h i s bed, an angel appears t o him i n t h e n i g h t ( f o r which 

t h e r e are a p p a r e n t l y no w i t n e s s e s ) and t h e cure i s 

m a n i f e s t e d t h e next day. 

L i k e t h e l a t e r E n g l i s h s a i n t s , M a r t i n was c r e d i t e d 

w i t h a number o f m i r a c l e s which demonstrated h i s power over 

n a t u r e . I n two o f t h e s t o r i e s , M a r t i n used t h e s i g n o f t h e 

c r o s s i n o r d e r t o cause moving o b j e c t s t o sta n d s t i l l . On 

th e f i r s t o c c a s i o n i t was a pagan f u n e r a l c o r t e g e , on t h e 

second a t r e e f e l l e d t o f a l l on h i m . 1 9 6 The Anonymous Vita 

Gregorii has a s t o r y about Gregory u s i n g t h e s i g n o f t h e 

c r o s s t o c o n t r o l h i s f r e n z i e d horse and t o b l i n d t h e two 

magicians who had c a s t t h e i r s p e l l . 1 9 7 Again, t h e p a r a l l e l 

i s f a r fr o m e x a c t ; t h e i n t e r e s t i n g t h i n g t o note i s t h a t , 

once a g a i n , we are p r o b a b l y d e a l i n g w i t h a c o n t i n e n t a l 
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source f o r t h e s t o r y . 1 9 8 

I t i s a s t o r y which a l s o emphasizes a second f e a t u r e 

of t h e r e l a t i o n s h i p between t h e Vita Martini and our 

E n g l i s h sources; something t h a t might be c a l l e d t h e 

' o p p o s i t i o n m o t i f . Many o f t h e M a r t i n i a n m i r a c l e s are 

performed i n a c o n f l i c t s i t u a t i o n , under a t t a c k from t h e 

d e v i l or from paganism. I t i s t h e d e v i l who i s M a r t i n ' s 

f i r s t , and main, opponent. From an e a r l y meeting when 

M a r t i n was a deacon s e r v i n g H i l a r y t o h i s deathbed 

e n c o u n t e r , 1 9 9 t h e d e v i l was never f a r from M a r t i n . On one 

oc c a s i o n , he was even a b l e t o boast t h a t he d e f e a t e d 

M a r t i n , 2 0 0 on an o t h e r he d i s g u i s e s h i m s e l f as C h r i s t , 2 0 1 

and i n one s t o r y t h e d e v i l argues t h e o l o g y w i t h t h e 

b i s h o p . 2 0 2 There i s n o t h i n g i n t h e E n g l i s h sources t o 

compare w i t h t h e s e s t o r i e s . 2 0 3 

Along w i t h t h e d e v i l , 2 0 4 t h e r e were v a r i o u s demons 

t h a t M a r t i n c o n f r o n t e d . One o f t h e problems t h a t plagues 

any d i s c u s s i o n o f m i r a c l e s t o r i e s i s t h a t t h e r e i s no c l e a r 

d i v i d i n g l i n e between c u r i n g an i l l n e s s (which might be 

pres e n t e d as an exorc i s m ) and d e f e a t i n g a demon. A l t h o u g h 

S u l p i c i u s d e l i g h t e d i n g r a p h i c s t o r i e s , such as t h e one i n 

which M a r t i n f o r c e d a demon o u t t h r o u g h t h e bowels o f t h e 

s u f f e r e r , 2 0 5 M a r t i n seems r e g u l a r l y t o have performed 

exorcisms i n which t h e cure was much l e s s d r a m a t i c . 2 0 6 Here 

we come somewhat c l o s e r t o t h e ways i n which t h e E n g l i s h 

w r i t e r s u n d erstood t h e demonic, a l t h o u g h exorcisms are not 

a common f e a t u r e o f t h e E n g l i s h m a t e r i a l . There i s o n l y one 
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such s t o r y i n t h e Historia Ecclesiastics,207 and none a t 

a l l i n t h e Vita Wilfridi or t h e Vita Gregorii. C u t h b e r t i s 

c r e d i t e d by bo t h h i s b i o g r a p h e r s w i t h exorcisms, though 

o n l y two are d e s c r i b e d i n d e t a i l , 2 0 8 and even i n t h e Vita 

Guthlaci, where t h e demonic p l a y s a l a r g e r r o l e than i n any 

o t h e r o f t h e E n g l i s h w r i t i n g s , t h e r e are again o n l y two 

exorcisms r e c o r d e d . 2 0 9 

I n t h e Vita Guthlaci, as i n t h e Vita Cuthberti ( b o t h 

Bede's and t h e Anonymous), demons 2 1 0 are pr e s e n t e d as be i n g 

t h e s a i n t ' s opponents when he f i r s t embarks upon h i s l i f e 

o f s o l i t u d e . The C u t h b e r t accounts are both condensed; we 

are s i m p l y t o l d t h a t i n o r d e r t o e s t a b l i s h t h e hermitage on 

Fame, C u t h b e r t needed t o expel t h e ' f a n t a s i a s 

daemonum'. 2 1 1 The encounters between Guthlac and t h e f o r c e s 

o f e v i l a re much more f u l l y d e s c r i b e d , w i t h m a l i g n s p i r i t s 

a f f l i c t i n g G u t h l a c w i t h d e s p a i r , u r g i n g him t o f a s t t o 

excess, d r a g g i n g him t o t h e gates o f h e l l , and appearing as 

w i l d b easts i n o r d e r t o t e r r i f y h i m . 2 1 2 A l l t h i s seems 

designed t o emphasize t h e h a r d s h i p o f t h e s a i n t ' s c a l l i n g . 

The a n c h o r i t e ' s e x i s t e n c e c o u l d not be p r e s e n t e d as an easy 

o p t i o n , and perhaps, i n o r d e r t o m a i n t a i n t h e a u t h o r i t y o f 

th e community over those who wished t o l i v e a p a r t , t h e 

dangers had t o be e x a g g e r a t e d . 2 1 3 To be alone f o r l o n g 

p e r i o d s , and t o have s u r v i v e d on t h e d i e t s t h a t t hese 

h e r m i t s are r e p o r t e d t o have endured, might w e l l have l e d 

t o h a l l u c i n a t o r y e x p e r i e n c e s . 2 1 4 Whatever t h e o r i g i n o f t h e 

phenomena, t h e p r e s e n t a t i o n o f t h e d e s e r t ( o r t h e i s l a n d 
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r e t r e a t ) as a p l a c e i n h a b i t e d by t h e f o r c e s o f e v i l , 

c o n t i n u e s t h e f o u r t h - c e n t u r y t r a d i t i o n t o mark out 

a n c h o r i t e s as t h e h o l y people who d i s p l a y e d t h e i r virtus 

f o r t h e b e n e f i t o f o t h e r s . 2 1 5 

P a r t o f t h e reason f o r t h e hi g h p r o f i l e w hich 

S u l p i c i u s gave t o t h e demonic may l i e i n t h e pagan 

background t o t h e Vita Martini. C e r t a i n l y , i n S u l p i c i u s ' 

t i m e , paganism was s t i l l v e r y much a f o r c e i n Gaul, as i t 

was not i n e i g h t h - c e n t u r y , o r p o s s i b l y even 

s e v e n t h - c e n t u r y , England. M a r t i n i s recorded as b e i n g t h e 

o b j e c t o f murderous i n t e n t by h i s pagan opponents on t h r e e 

o c c a s i o n s , 2 1 6 but m i r a c u l o u s l y s u r v i v i n g a l l t h r e e a t t e m p t s 

on h i s l i f e . There are o n l y two s t o r i e s i n t h e E n g l i s h 

m a t e r i a l which r e c o r d a s s a s s i n a t i o n a t t e m p t s s u c c e s s f u l l y 

a v e r t e d , and i n n e i t h e r i s t h e motive t h e r e s i s t a n c e o f 

paganism t o C h r i s t i a n i t y . I n one o f them, t h e r e i s no 

m i r a c l e i n v o l v e d - Edwin's r e t a i n e r had p o s i t i o n e d h i m s e l f 

between t h e a s s a s s i n and t h e k i n g so t o o k most o f t h e blow, 

and Edwin's r e c o v e r y from h i s wound seems t o have been 

q u i t e n o r m a l . 2 1 7 The r e l i g i o u s s i g n i f i c a n c e o f t h e i n c i d e n t 

i s o n l y t h a t Edwin then b e l i e v e d t h a t God was on h i s s i d e 

a g a i n s t t h e West Saxons and promised t o c o n s i d e r 

C h r i s t i a n i t y . The s t o r y o f Beccel's a t t e m p t t o murder 

Guthlac i s nearer t o M a r t i n i a n models, b u t i s c l o s e r s t i l l 

t o a n o ther c o n t i n e n t a l p a r a l l e l . 2 1 8 I n f a c t , compared t o 

any o f t h e c o n t i n e n t a l sources, t h e r e i s ve r y l i t t l e i n t h e 

E n g l i s h m a t e r i a l t o p o r t r a y s a i n t s who needed c o n s t a n t l y t o 
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be on t h e i r guard a g a i n s t a t t e m p t s t o k i l l them. Of course, 

t h e r e i s a c o n f l i c t m o t i f t h a t runs t h r o u g h t h e Vita 

Wilfridi, but most o f those who wished W i l f r i d harm were 

h i s f e l l o w C h r i s t i a n s . 2 1 9 

The main reason t h a t M a r t i n was t h r e a t e n e d i n such a 

way was h i s v i o l e n t o p p o s i t i o n t o paganism. A number o f 

S u l p i c i u s 1 s t o r i e s concern M a r t i n engaged i n t h e 

d e s t r u c t i o n o f pagan i d o l s and p l a c e s o f w o r s h i p . 2 2 0 

S t a n c l i f f e has q u e s t i o n e d whether M a r t i n ' s a c t i v i t i e s i n 

t h i s area were l e g a l . 2 2 1 He i s d e p i c t e d by S u l p i c i u s as 

o p e r a t i n g o u t s i d e h i s own d i o c e s e , and up u n t i l t h e 390s, 

a l t h o u g h C h r i s t i a n i t y was t h e i m p e r i a l r e l i g i o n , t o l e r a t i o n 

was extended t o paganism ( r a t h e r more th a n h e r e t i c a l 

C h r i s t i a n s ) . 2 2 2 That paganism was a c t i v e i n Gaul i n 

M a r t i n ' s day i s borne out by a r c h a e o l o g i c a l e v i d e n c e , 2 2 3 

and so i t was p a r t o f S u l p i c i u s ' programme t o p r e s e n t 

M a r t i n as a zealous i c o n o c l a s t , d r i v e n f a r beyond t h e 

a c t i o n s o f any o f h i s c o n t e m p o r a r i e s t o r o o t out f a l s e 

r e l i g i o n . I t c o u l d w e l l be t h a t some o f t h e o p p o s i t i o n t o 

M a r t i n which has been d e t e c t e d amongst t h e G a l l i c 

episcopacy was on account o f h i s b e i n g seen as a f a n a t i c . 

I n s h o r t , t h i s was a v e r y d i f f e r e n t s c e n a r i o from t h a t i n 

which P a u l i n u s , A i d a n , C u t h b e r t , W i l f r i d , John, and t h e 

o t h e r e v a n g e l i z e r s c e l e b r a t e d i n E n g l i s h hagiography 

o p e r a t e d . 

I f t h e m i r a c l e s t o r i e s o f t h e E n g l i s h w r i t e r s do not 

c l o s e l y resemble t h o s e o f S u l p i c i u s , or o f A t h a n a s i u s , t h e 
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reason may l i e i n t h e f a c t t h a t t h e h i s t o r y o f 

s e v e n t h - c e n t u r y England was so d i f f e r e n t from t h a t o f 

e i t h e r end of t h e Roman Empire i n t h e f o u r t h c e n t u r y . The 

E n g l i s h i n h e r i t e d a t h e o l o g i c a l t r a d i t i o n which was 

c o m f o r t a b l e w i t h t h e occurrence o f t h e m i r a c u l o u s , h a v i n g 

used i t f o r a p o l o g e t i c and e v a n g e l i s t i c purposes, and an 

h a g i o g r a p h i c a l t r a d i t i o n which c e l e b r a t e d t h e m i r a c l e s o f 

h o l y men. That t h e E n g l i s h m i r a c l e s t o r i e s s t a n d a p a r t i s 

due t o t h e way i n which these t r a d i t i o n s came t o be a p p l i e d 

w i t h i n t h e Anglo-Saxon s e t t i n g . C e n t r a l t o t h e i n t r o d u c t i o n 

o f t h o s e t r a d i t i o n s (as of C h r i s t i a n i t y i t s e l f ) was Pope 

Gregory I ; i t i s w i t h t h e e x t e n t o f h i s i n f l u e n c e t h a t 

c h a p t e r two must be concerned. 
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Chapter Two 

Quod sanctus d o c u i t nos G r e g o r i u s : The i n f l u e n c e o f Gregory 

I on t h e r e l a t i n g o f t h e m i r a c u l o u s i n England 

I f , t o a l a r g e e x t e n t , t h e t h e o l o g i c a l and 

h a g i o g r a p h i c a l t r a d i t i o n s o f m i r a c l e s t o r y i n t h e a n t i q u e 

church converged i n t h e t h i n k i n g o f A u g u s t i n e o f Hippo, and 

i f , as has been argued, i t i s l a r g e l y t h e A u g u s t i n i a n 

u n d e r s t a n d i n g w i t h which t h e w r i t e r s o f t h e e a r l y e i g h t h 

c e n t u r y i n England o p e r a t e d , 1 t h e r e i s an o b v i o u s channel 

t h r o u g h which i t i s l i k e l y t h a t t h e y r e c e i v e d i t , i f 

somewhat r e f i n e d . No d i s c u s s i o n o f any aspect o f 

e c c l e s i a s t i c a l l i f e i n e a r l y mediaeval England can i g n o r e 

t h e c o n t r i b u t i o n o f Gregory I . 2 The S t r e o n e s h a l h Vita 

Gregorii w i t n e s s e s t o t h e r e v e r e n c e here accorded t o t h e 

' a p o s t l e o f t h e E n g l i s h 1 , 3 a p p a r e n t l y p r e - d a t i n g v e n e r a t i o n 

o f Gregory i n Rome.4 But Gregory's importance t o t h e 

E n g l i s h w r i t e r s was not j u s t on account o f t h e C a n t e r b u r y 

m i s s i o n . Of g r e a t e r s i g n i f i c a n c e was h i s c o n s i d e r a b l e 

l i t e r a r y o u t p u t , much o f which was known i n England. Bede 

r e c o u n t s f i r s t amongst h i s works t h e e x p o s i t i o n o f t h e Book 

o f Job, and t h e n t h e ' P a s t o r a l ' and t h e h o m i l i e s on t h e 

g o s p e l . 

L i b r o s e t i a m Dialogorum I I I I f e c i t , i n q u i b u s 
r o g a t u P e t r i d i a c o n i s u i v i r t u t e s sanctorum, quos 
i n I t a l i a c l a r i o r e s nosse v e l audi re p o t e r a t , ad 
exemplum v i v e n d i p o s t e r i s c o l l e g i t . . . 5 

Bede c o n t i n u e s t h e l i s t w i t h t h e commentary on E z e k i e l , t h e 
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book of answers t o A u g u s t i n e o f C a n t e r b u r y ' s q u e s t i o n s 

(which Bede had a l r e a d y i n c l u d e d i n h i s Historia 

Ecclesiastics),6 and Gregory's o t h e r l e t t e r s . I t i s a 

passage which demonstrates Bede's ac q u a i n t a n c e not o n l y 

w i t h most o f Gregory's works, b u t a l s o w i t h t h e pope's 

c i r c u m s t a n c e s , r e f e r r i n g t o t h e p r e s s u r e from h i s monks t o 

produce books and t o t h e i l l n e s s t h a t he s u f f e r e d . 7 

The q u e s t i o n w i t h which t h i s c h a p t e r i s concerned i s 

t h e e x t e n t t o which t h a t passage r e v e a l s t h e knowledge and 

l o v e o f a pope whose i n f l u e n c e was f e l t by t h e r e c o r d e r s o f 

m i r a c l e s t o r i e s , i n o t h e r words, we need t h o r o u g h l y t o t e s t 

t h e Loomis-McCready t h e s i s 8 t h a t t h e i n f l u e n c e was 

a l 1 - p e r v a s i v e . There are t h r e e stages t o t h a t e n q u i r y . 

S t o r i e s which might be t h o u g h t t o b e t r a y t h e i n f l u e n c e o f 

t h e Dialogi are examined, and t h e s u b t l e way i n which one 

s t o r y c o u l d be used s e v e r a l t i m e s , w i t h d i f f e r e n t i n t e r n a l 

meanings, i s d i s c u s s e d . P r i o r t o t h a t , a q u e s t i o n mark i s 

pl a c e d a g a i n s t t h e assumption t h a t Gregory's w r i t i n g s were 

w i d e l y known and r e v e r e d i n England i n t h e e a r l y e i g h t h 

c e n t u r y . But f i r s t l y , some e x a m i n a t i o n needs t o be made o f 

t h e idea o f a G r e g o r i a n t r a d i t i o n o f m i r a c l e s t o r i e s . What 

should we make o f t h e c u r i o u s c o l l e c t i o n o f anecdotes which 

t h e E n g l i s h knew as t h e quattuor libri Dialogoruml 

'Seniorum v a l d e v e n e r a b i l i u m d i d i c i r e l a t i o n e quod n a r r o ' : 

Gregory's c o l l e c t i o n o f s t o r i e s . 

Perhaps i t i s s i g n i f i c a n t , i n t h e l i g h t not o n l y o f 
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r e c e n t work but a l s o a f t e r t h e s c e p t i c i s m expressed about 

Gregory's m i r a c l e s t o r i e s by e a r l i e r commentators, 9 t h a t 

Bede p l a c e s t h e Dialogi i n t h e m i d d l e of h i s c a t a l o g u e o f 

Gregory's works. To Bede's mind, t h i s was not a t r e a t i s e 

t h a t was o u t o f p l a c e amongst Gregory's e x e g e t i c a l 

w r i t i n g s , b u t l a t e r commentators have been l e s s c e r t a i n . 

Even Dudden, an who l e - h e a r t e d a d m i r e r o f t h e pope, 

conceded, as he r e f u t e d doubts about t h e a u t h e n t i c i t y o f 

Dialogi, t h a t t h e d o c t r i n e o f t h e work went beyond ( b u t was 

i n harmony w i t h ) t h e d o c t r i n e o f t h e Moralia or t h e 

h o m i l i e s . 1 0 There i s a c l e a r t e n s i o n , even w i t h i n t h e 

Dialogi themselves, between t h e s t o r i e s t h a t Gregory 

recorded and h i s own u n d e r s t a n d i n g o f t h e s i g n i f i c a n c e o f 

t h e m i r a c u l o u s , a t e n s i o n which appears a l l t h e g r e a t e r 

when Gregory's t e a c h i n g elsewhere i s a l s o c o n s i d e r e d . There 

are , as Bede noted, f o u r books o f t h e Dialogi.11 I n t h e 

i n t r o d u c t i o n , t h e purpose o f t h e work i s e x p l a i n e d as 

d e s c r i b i n g t h e g r e a t s a i n t s o f I t a l y and t h e i r m i r a c l e s so 

t h a t Peter ( t h e i n t e r l o c u t o r ) and o t h e r monks might i m i t a t e 

them. There t h e n f o l l o w a s e r i e s o f s t o r i e s about t w e l v e 

i n d i v i d u a l s (book I ) , a vita o f t h e proto-monk Benedict 

(book I I ) , a m i s c e l l a n e o u s c o l l e c t i o n o f s t o r i e s , most o f 

which demonstrated t h e power o f a C h r i s t i a n s a i n t 

(sometimes anonymous) over t h e heathen or h e r e t i c s (book 

I I I ) , and a s e r i e s o f accounts o f posthumous m i r a c l e s which 

concludes w i t h an a f f i r m a t i o n o f t h e e f f e c t i v e n e s s o f t h e 

mass (book I V ) . Having expended so much t i m e and e f f o r t on 
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t h e s e f o u r books, i n which t h e p o i n t s t h a t t h e w r i t e r makes 

are r e i n f o r c e d by s i m p l y p i l i n g m i r a c l e s t o r y on t o p o f 

m i r a c l e s t o r y , i t seems odd t h a t Gregory s h o u l d then 

a p p a r e n t l y devalue what he has been d o i n g : 

Si v i s i b i l i a adtendimus, i t a necesse e s t 
credamus. Si vero i n v i s i b i l i a pensamus, nimirum 
c o n s t a t q u i a maius e s t miraculum p r a e d i c a t i o n i s 
verbo atque o r a t i o n i s s o l a c i o peccatorem 
c o n v e r t e r e , quam carne mortuum r e s u s c i t a r e . I n 
i s t o e t e n im r e s u s c i t a t u r c a r o i t e r u m m o r i t u r a , i n 
i l l o v e r o anima i n aeternum v i c t u r a . 1 2 

The i m p l i c a t i o n o f t h i s seems t o be t h a t m i r a c l e s belong t o 

th e c a r n a l w o r l d ; t r u e f a i t h i s a s p i r i t u a l m a t t e r , and i s 

t h e r e f o r e on an h i g h e r p l a n e . Such a t r a i n o f t h o u g h t f i t s 

w i t h Gregory's a t t i t u d e s d i s p l a y e d elsewhere; t h r o u g h o u t 

h i s w r i t i n g s t h e dichotomy s t r e s s e d i s between t h e m a t e r i a l 

and t h e s p i r i t u a l , f l e s h and s o u l . 1 3 I n some o f Gregory's 

t h o u g h t t h e r e seems t o be an a t t i t u d e t o p h y s i c a l r e a l i t y 

which i s almost Manichaean i n i t s s u s p i c i o n . 1 4 The whole 

scheme o f s a l v a t i o n can o n l y be understood i n terms o f 

C h r i s t , God-Man, r e c o n c i l i n g t h e d u a l i s m which i s i n h e r e n t 

i n t h e human c o n d i t i o n . 1 5 Given t h a t t h a t i s one of h i s 

major t h e o l o g i c a l premises, t h e Dialogi seem somewhat out 

of p l a c e i n t h e corpus o f Gregory's w r i t i n g s . A d m i t t e d l y , 

t h e r e are episodes i n which t h e p a t t e r n o f s a n c t i t y i s t h e 

a b i l i t y t o f o r c e t h e body i n t o s u b m i ssion, and t h e 

m a n i f e s t a t i o n o f e v i l i s d e p i c t e d as t h e t e m p t a t i o n o f t h e 

f l e s h . S t o r i e s such as t h e account o f E q u i t i u s b eing 

v i s i t e d by an angel who made him a e u n u c h , 1 6 o r o f t h e 

p r i e s t who sent women t o dance i n B e n e d i c t ' s monastery t o 
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d i s t r a c t h i s monks, 1 7 w i t n e s s t o t h i s t h r e a d o f Gregory's 

t h o u g h t . But many o f t h e o t h e r s t o r i e s , w h i l s t i n no sense 

c e l e b r a t i n g t h e c a r n a l aspects o f l i f e , seem merely t o be 

about t h e m a r v e l l o u s t r i u m p h o f m a t e r i a l t h i n g s over t h e i r 

usual l i m i t a t i o n s ; examples i n c l u d e t h e i n e x h a u s t i b l e 

supply o f wine from B o n a f a c i u s ' v i n e y a r d , 1 8 t h e f l o a t i n g 

i r o n t o o l , 1 9 or t h e m i r a c u l o u s supply o f meal t o B e n e d i c t ' s 

monastery d u r i n g a f a m i n e . 2 0 For a l l Gregory's 

p r o t e s t a t i o n s about m i r a c l e s having a l e s s e r v a l u e t h a n 

s p i r i t u a l c o n v e r s i o n , 2 1 and even about t h e s p i r i t u a l 

dangers o f t h e m i r a c u l o u s , 2 2 t h e Dialogi appears t o be a 

c o l l e c t i o n o f m i r a c l e s t o r i e s r e - t o l d s i m p l y t o d e l i g h t i n 

th e m i r a c u l o u s . 

I t has a l s o been argued t h a t t h e evidence o f 

i n c o n s i s t e n c y i s not o n l y i n t e r n a l t o t h e Dialogi. W h i l s t 

Gregory showed h i m s e l f f o n d o f u s i n g m i r a c l e s t o r i e s t o 

i l l u s t r a t e h i s p o i n t s i n h i s o t h e r w r i t i n g s , 2 3 t h e r e are 

t e l l i n g moments i n h i s e x e g e t i c a l works where i t i s i m p l i e d 

t h a t t h e age o f m i r a c l e s was p a s t . 2 4 M i r a c l e s , i n Gregory's 

t h i n k i n g , o n l y served t o r e i n f o r c e t h e p r e a c h i n g o f t h e 

g o s p e l j t h e y were i n t e n d e d t o impress u n b e l i e v e r s , not t h e 

c o n v e r t e d . 2 5 I n f a c t , C h r i s t i a n s s h o u l d t r e a t t h e power t o 

work m i r a c l e s w i t h some h e s i t a t i o n ; A u g u s t i n e ( o f 

Can t e r b u r y ) was r i g h t t o d e l i g h t i n t h e success o f h i s 

m i s s i o n , but not i n h i s m i r a c l e s per se: 

Gaudeas v i d e l i c e t , q u i a Anglorum animae per 
e x t e r i o r a m i r a c u l a ad i n t e r i o r e m g r a t i a m 
p e r t r a h u n t u r : p e r t i m e s c a s v e r o , ne i n t e r s i g n a , 
quae f i u n t , i n f i r m u s animus i n s u i praesumptione 
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se e l e v e t , e t unde f o r a s i n honorem t o l l i t u r , 
i nde per inanem g l o r i a m i n t u s c a d a t . 2 6 

T h i s w a r i n e s s towards t h e m i r a c u l o u s s i t s r a t h e r i l l a t 

ease w i t h t h e p r o d u c t i o n o f a c o l l e c t i o n o f m i r a c l e s t h e 

l e n g t h o f t h e Dialogi. That i s one o f t h e f a c t o r s which has 

l e d F r a n c i s C l a r k t o conclude t h a t t h e Dialogi a r e not from 

t h e pen o f Gregory a t a l l , b u t a l a t e r f a b r i c a t i o n , 

c i r c u l a t e d under t h e g r e a t pope's name i n o r d e r t o g r a n t 

them an aura o f a u t h e n t i c i t y . 2 7 The apparent t h e o l o g i c a l 

i n c o n s i s t e n c y i s not C l a r k ' s o n l y reason f o r r e f e r r i n g t o 

t h e 'Pseudo-Gregorian D i a l o g u e s ' ; he a l s o m a i n t a i n s t h a t 

t h e r e are h i s t o r i c a l e r r o r s i n t h e w o r k . 2 8 He notes t h a t 

t h e r e i s no evidence ( a p a r t f r o m a l e t t e r i n t h e Registrum 

o f Gregory's correspondence which he d i s m i s s e s as s p u r i o u s ) 

t o c o n f i r m t h e e x i s t e n c e o f t h e Dialogi b e f o r e t h e 6 8 0 s , 2 9 

nor even t h a t o f any o f t h e c h a r a c t e r s whose deeds a r e 

recorded i n t h e m , 3 0 and argues t h a t t h e language used i n 

t h e Dialogi i s u n l i k e t h a t used i n o t h e r o f Gregory's 

w o r k s . 3 1 C l a r k ' s o t h e r p o i n t s c a r r y l e s s w e i g h t - t h a t 

Gregory was s i m p l y t o o busy t o w r i t e t h e Dialogi i n t h e 

years 593-4 when i t i s g e n e r a l l y b e l i e v e d t h e y were 

composed cannot be p r o v e n , 3 2 and n e i t h e r can t h e t h e s i s 

t h a t Gregory had no i n f o r m a t i o n f o r t h e areas o u t s i d e o f 

Rome t h a t t h e Dialogi c o v e r . 3 3 But C l a r k accumulates an 

i m p r e s s i v e volume o f evidence t o r e p r e s e n t t h e Dialogi as a 

t i s s u e o f i n v e n t i o n mixed w i t h genuine G r e g o r i a n m a t e r i a l 

c u l l e d f rom elsewhere i n h i s w o r k . 3 4 

Not s u r p r i s i n g l y , t h i s t h e s i s has been h o t l y d i s p u t e d . 
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Of a l l t h e r e b u t t a l s o f C l a r k ' s a r g u m e n t s , 3 5 t h e most 

comprehensive i s t h a t o f Paul M e y v a e r t . 3 6 Meyvaert 

s y s t e m a t i c a l l y r e j e c t s a l l t h e e x t e r n a l evidence which 

C l a r k m a r s h a l s , 3 7 and h i s l i n g u i s t i c a r g u m e n t s . 3 8 Meyvaert 

agrees t h a t t h e Dialogi d i d not c i r c u l a t e i n Gregory's l i f e 

t i m e , but t h i s was because Gregory h i m s e l f w i t h h e l d 

p u b l i c a t i o n . 3 9 Gregory was a complex c h a r a c t e r , so we 

should not be s u r p r i s e d t o see a d i f f e r e n t s i d e o f h i m 4 0 i n 

a work not i n t e n d e d f o r gene r a l c i r c u l a t i o n b u t w r i t t e n f o r 

a few f r i e n d s i n o r d e r t o demonstrate t h a t t h e western 

church d i d not l a g behind t h e Greeks i n t h e number or t h e 

power o f i t s s a i n t s . 4 1 

For W i l l i a m McCready t h e r e i s no t h e o l o g i c a l 

i n c o n s i s t e n c y . 4 2 I n t h e major work on Gregory's approach t o 

th e m i r a c u l o u s , he argues t h a t t h e Dialogi demonstrate a 

f u l l y developed u n d e r s t a n d i n g o f t h e purpose o f t h e 

m i r a c u l o u s i n t h e l i f e o f t h e s a i n t . 4 3 For Gregory, on t h i s 

r e a d i n g , m i r a c l e s were a d e m o n s t r a t i o n o f i n n e r h o l i n e s s , 

an ostensio sanctitatis.** That i n n e r h o l i n e s s , t o which 

a l l C h r i s t i a n s are c a l l e d , i s t h e major theme o f Gregory's 

w r i t i n g . Gregory was p r i m a r i l y a p a s t o r a l t h e o l o g i a n , whose 

main concern was t h e moral r e f o r m o f t h e i n d i v i d u a l . 4 5 But, 

as i n t h e Moralia on Job, Gregory does not argue, as some 

have seen t h e purpose o f hagiography t o be, t h a t a l l 

C h r i s t i a n s s h o u l d i m i t a t e t h e s a n c t i t y o f t h e heroes o f t h e 

Dialogi. Rather, t h e s t o r i e s are t o encourage C h r i s t i a n s , 

and t o i n s p i r e them t o a deeper f a i t h . 4 6 Here, 
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McCready 1s argument d i f f e r s from Meyvaert's. That t h e main 

c h a r a c t e r s i n Gregory's s t o r i e s are almost a l l c l e r i c s or 

monks (and i n many cases h i g h - r a n k i n g c l e r i c s or monks) 

does not suggest t h a t t h e y are o n l y f o r t h e ears o f those 

who have a l s o t a k e n vows. They are models of a l i f e s t y l e 

w h ich, i t i s acknowledged, few can i m i t a t e , but from which 

a l l can g a i n i n s p i r a t i o n . These paragons o f s a n c t i t y serve 

t o keep each C h r i s t i a n m i n d f u l b o t h o f h i s / h e r own 

f a i l u r e s , and o f t h e p o s s i b i l i t i e s o f v i r t u e . I n t h i s way, 

t h e Dialogi demonstrate t h e t y p i c a l G r e g o r i a n concerns -

t h a t t h e s p i r i t u a l l i f e s h o u l d a v o i d t h e t w i n (though 

o p p o s i t e ) dangers o f p r i d e and d e s p a i r . 4 7 

Such, i n b r i e f , i s McCready's a n a l y s i s o f t h e purpose 

o f t h e Dialogi. As i s c l e a r , t h e c e n t r a l t h e s i s o f Signs of 

Sanctity i s d i a m e t r i c a l l y opposed t o t h e C l a r k argument 

t h a t t h e Dialogi are a l a t e r f o r g e r y . 4 8 For McCready, i t i s 

not i n c o n c e i v a b l e t h a t a t h e o l o g i a n o f Gregory's s t a t u r e 

c o u l d have been r e s p o n s i b l e f o r t h e s e r i e s o f w o n d e r - t a l e s 

which c o n s t i t u t e s t h e Dialogi. He r e j e c t s t h e views o f 

e a r l i e r h i s t o r i a n s , who c o n s i d e r e d t h e work a lapse from 

t h e u s u a l l y h i g h G r e g o r i a n s t a n d a r d s , and were embarrassed 

by Gregory's c r e d u l i t y . 4 9 Gregory, he m a i n t a i n e d , b e l i e v e d 

t h e s t o r i e s t h a t he r e c o r d e d . 5 0 What i s more, t h e t e n s i o n 

mentioned above, between s t a t e m e n t s i n Gregory's e x e g e t i c a l 

works and t h e c o n t e n t o f t h e Dialogi, i s more apparent t h a n 

r e a l . 5 1 He d i d not b e l i e v e t h a t t h e age o f m i r a c l e s was 

pa s t ; but t h o u g h t ' t h a t m i r a c l e s were r e l a t i v e l y l e s s 
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f r e q u e n t t h a n i n t h e days o f t h e a p o s t o l i c c h u r c h . The one 

s i g n i f i c a n t e x c e p t i o n was t h e occ u r r e n c e o f m i r a c u l o u s 

v i s i o n s , which Gregory b e l i e v e d were a c t u a l l y on t h e 

i n c r e a s e i n h i s t i m e . ' 5 2 So t h e r e i s no p h i l o s o p h i c a l 

i n c o n s i s t e n c y ; Gregory's b i b l i c a l s c h o l a r s h i p , moral agenda 

and e s c h a t o l o g i c a l e x p e c t a t i o n are a l l o f a p i e c e w i t h t h e 

s t o r i e s o f t h e Dialogi. 

'Pauca e i u s de g e s t i s audivimus signorum': t h e i g n o r a n c e o f 

Gregory's 'own people'. 

Whether s c h o l a r l y o p i n i o n w i l l f i n a l l y d e c i d e w i t h 

McCready's who l e h e a r t e d acceptance o f t h e Dialogi or 

C l a r k ' s e q u a l l y w h o l e s a l e r e j e c t i o n o f them i s o u t s i d e t h e 

scope o f t h e p r e s e n t d i s c u s s i o n . The Dialogi were known i n 

England by t h e end o f t h e seventh c e n t u r y . The r e f e r e n c e i n 

t h e Historia Ecclesiastica has a l r e a d y been n o t i c e d , and 

Bede a l s o makes mention o f two o f t h e i r heroes i n t h e prose 

Vita Cuthberti.53 The e a r l i e s t r e f e r e n c e t o t h e works i n 

England (and a c c o r d i n g t o C l a r k , one o f t h e e a r l i e s t 

a n y w h e r e ) 5 4 i s i n Aldhelm's Carmen de Virginitate.55 The 

i n f l u e n c e o f t h e Dialogi on each o f these works i s 

c o n s i d e r e d below. 

Oddly, perhaps, t h e a u t h o r who might have been 

expected most t o i m i t a t e G r e g o r i a n s t o r i e s w i t h G r e g o r i a n 

r e a s o n i n g , t h e pope's f i r s t b i o g r a p h e r , never mentions t h e 

Dialogi by name. The purpose o f t h e Vita Gregorii i s 

e x p l i c i t l y s t a t e d as b e i n g t o s e t f o r t h ' q u a l i t e r d o c t o r 
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n o s t e r sanctus G r e g o r i u s v i r c e t e r i s i n c o m p a r a b i 1 i s s i t , 

nobis i n s a n c t i t a t e Deo a d i u v a n t e , v e n e r a n d u s . ' 5 6 I n t h e 

w r i t e r ' s view i t be p e r f e c t l y l e g i t i m a t e t o f o r w a r d t h i s 

purpose by accounts o f t h e m i r a c u l o u s . 5 7 But t h r o u g h o u t he 

i s b l i g h t e d by a s h o r t a g e o f m a t e r i a l : 

De n o s t r o i g i t u r m a g i s t r o beato G r e g o r i o ea quae 
nobiscum ab a n t i q u i s fama s a n c t i t a t i s e i u s a 
d i v e r s i s n o t a v i t r eferamus. I n quibus e t i a m 
perpauca de m u l t i s nos a u d i s s e c r e d i m u s . . . 5 8 

I t seems t h a t i t i s p a r t l y t o excuse t h i s d e f i c i e n c y t h a t 

t h e w r i t e r f a l l s back on a G r e g o r i a n u n d e r s t a n d i n g o f t h e 

purpose o f t h e m i r a c u l o u s . That he cannot p r o v i d e a g r e a t 

number o f m i r a c l e s s h o u l d not be t a k e n as an o c c a s i o n t o 

d i s p u t e Gregory's s a n c t i t y . 5 9 Gregory h i m s e l f t a u g h t t h a t 

not a l l h o l y people work m i r a c l e s . M i r a c l e s a r e o n l y g i v e n 

by God f o r c e r t a i n , e v a n g e l i c a l , purposes. They are t o 

s t r e n g t h e n f a i t h o r t o d e f e a t paganism, t h e y a r e most o f t e n 

g i v e n t o t h o s e who preach t o t h e heathen and, even t h e n , 

are not as i m p o r t a n t as t h e p r e a c h i n g . 6 0 The w r i t e r warns 

t h a t t h e r e i s a danger i n r e l y i n g on m i r a c l e s r a t h e r t h a n 

p r e a c h i n g , a w a r n i n g w i t h which Gregory would have 

a g r e e d . 6 1 But w h i l s t Gregory's comments a t t h e c l o s e o f 

book I I I o f t h e Dialogi r e f l e c t t h i s u n d e r s t a n d i n g , t h a t 

does not seem t o have been t h e Anonymous 1 source. I t i s by 

no means c l e a r t h a t t h e Dialogi were even known i n 

S t r e o n e s h a l h . C o l g r a v e , i n h i s e d i t i o n o f t h e Vita 

Gregorii, i d e n t i f i e s o n l y two q u o t a t i o n s from t h e Dialogi, 

both o f them from t h e P r e f a c e , 6 2 but i n each case, t h e 

phrases are used elsewhere i n Gregory's w o r k . 6 3 There i s 
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o n l y one s t o r y which Colgrave c l a i m s ( r i g h t l y ) i s a v e r s i o n 

o f one t o l d i n t h e Dialogi; even i n t h i s case, i t i s hard 

t o b e l i e v e t h a t t h e S t r e o n e s h a l h w r i t e r had a copy o f t h e 

Dialogi b e f o r e him as he w r o t e . 6 4 The Anonymous t e l l s o f 

Gregory s e n t e n c i n g a man t o h e l l . The crime o f t h i s poor 

i n d i v i d u a l was t o h i d e t h r e e c o i n s contra sui regulam 

monasterii. The s t o r y i s confused, as i t i s not c l e a r a t 

what p o i n t t h e v i c t i m o f t h i s t r e a t m e n t (a monastic d o c t o r ) 

a c t u a l l y d i e s ; he i s sent t o h e l l w h i l s t he i s d y i n g b u t 

s t i l l on e a r t h . T h i r t y days l a t e r , Gregory proved h i s power 

showing t o t h e o t h e r monks t h a t he had r e l e a s e d t h e man. 

How t h i s 'showing' happened i s not r e l a t e d , and t h e 

Anonymous ve r y o b l i q u e l y r e f e r s t o t h e masses by which t h e 

dead man gained e n t r y t o heaven: 'eius ex eo [ i n f e r n o ] 

s o l v i t s a c r i f i c i o , qui f u i t i n t e r mortuos l i b e r . . . . ' 6 5 I n 

what might be presumed t o be t h e o r i g i n a l v e r s i o n , 6 6 

Gregory t e l l s o f an i n c i d e n t i n h i s own monastery i n which 

a monk, by name J u s t u s , and s k i l l e d i n medicine, had hidden 

t h r e e c o i n s Gregory decreed J u s t u s 1 excommunication and 

fo r b a d e t h e o t h e r monks t o go near him. T h i r t y days a f t e r 

t h e man's death , Gregory o r d e r e d a d a i l y mass t o be s a i d 

f o r him, and a f t e r t h i s had been done f o r a f u r t h e r t h i r t y 

days, t h e deceased appeared i n a v i s i o n , t o another monk, 

Copiosus, t o c o n f i r m t h a t he had been redeemed. W h i l s t , 

o b v i o u s l y , t h e s e a r e v e r s i o n s o f t h e same s t o r y , t h e 

purpose t o which t h e y are put d i f f e r s . Whereas t h e s t o r y i n 

t h e Dialogi i s about t h e e f f i c a c y o f masses f o r t h e dead (a 
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r e c u r r e n t theme i n Gregory's w o r k ) , t h e Vita Gregori i 

o f f e r s i t as a s i g n o f t h e power o f t h e s a i n t . That t h e r e 

i s no v e r b a l b o r r o w i n g d i s c e r n a b l e i n t h e S t r e o n e s h a l h 

account, suggests t h a t t h e a u t h o r d i d not have access t o 

the Dialogi but knew o f t h e s t o r y some o t h e r way. I n f a c t , 

he r e f e r s t o t h e e x i s t e n c e o f t h e Dialogi o n l y i n d i r e c t l y 

i n h i s i n t r o d u c t i o n t o t h i s s t o r y : ' [ G r e g o r i u s ] i n s c r i p t i s 

quoque e i u s h y s t o r i c i s de e x i t u animarum multa n a r r a v i t 

mi r a c u l a . 1 6 7 

I t may be t h a t t h i s secondhand, and r a t h e r confused 

knowledge of t h e Dialogi accounts f o r p a r t o f a n o t h e r o f 

the S t r e o n e s h a l h w r i t e r ' s s t o r i e s . He t e l l s t h a t Gregory 

was a b l e t o r e l e a s e t h e pagan emperor T r a j a n from h e l l . 6 8 

I t i s a m i r a c l e t h a t seems dubious t h e o l o g i c a l l y , as t h e 

w r i t e r h i m s e l f r e a l i z e d . But, he c l a i m s , i t i s one t h a t was 

being t o l d by h i s f e l l o w s : t h e a u t h o r s t a t e s t h a t 'de 

n o s t r i s d i c u n t narratum a Romanis'. Gregory, h a v i n g heard 

an account o f t h e Emperor's e x c e p t i o n a l c h a r i t y , wept t h a t 

so good a man sh o u l d be c o n f i n e d t o h e l l . A f t e r some t i m e , 

Gregory was g r a n t e d an assurance t h a t h i s t e a r s had caused 

T r a j a n ' s soul t o be ' r e f r i g e r a t a m v e l b a p t i z a t a m ' . The 

auth o r was aware t h a t , a c c o r d i n g t o t h e o r t h o d o x y o f t h e 

day, o n l y t h e b a p t i z e d have any chance o f s a l v a t i o n . T h i s 

c e r t a i n l y was t h e view o f Bede, 6 9 who, f o l l o w i n g A u g u s t i n e , 

t a u g h t t h a t even u n b a p t i z e d babies were damned. 7 0 The 

Str e o n e s h a l h w r i t e r does n o t d i s p u t e t h i s , but produces t h e 

i n g e n i o u s e x p l a n a t i o n t h a t o f b a p t i s m 'genus t e r t i u m e s t 
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l a c r i m e ' . 7 1 What t h e f i r s t two k i n d s o f baptism are i s not 

made c l e a r , nor i s t h e o r i g i n ( i f i t i s not t h e w r i t e r ' s 

own i n v e n t i o n ) o f t h i s p e c u l i a r d o c t r i n e . However, t h e r e i s 

a passage i n t h e Dialogi i n which Gregory d i s c u s s e s t h e 

e f f i c a c y o f masses f o r t h e d e p a r t e d . The s a c r i f i c e o f f e r e d 

w i t h t e a r s had been known t o l e a d t o an assurance t h a t t h e 

person on whose b e h a l f t h e mass had been o f f e r e d was 

g r a n t e d s a l v a t i o n . 7 2 Could i t be t h a t t h i s idea had, i n 

some c o n v o l u t e d form, reached t h e Northumbrians who were 

r e t e l l i n g t h e s t o r y o f T r a j a n ' s r e d e m p t i o n ? 7 3 

Such an h y p o t h e s i s would r e i n f o r c e t h e i m p r e s s i o n t h a t 

Gregory's l i f e and t e a c h i n g were not p a r t i c u l a r l y w e l l 

known i n England. I n a d d i t i o n t o t h e two a l r e a d y d i s c u s s e d , 

t h e w r i t e r can f i n d o n l y e i g h t o t h e r m i r a c l e s t o r i e s about 

h i s h e r o . 7 4 One o f th o s e i s a v e r s i o n o f a s t o r y which 

Gregory h i m s e l f t o l d about one o f h i s p r e d e c e s s o r s . 7 5 That 

t h e Anonymous asks h i s r e a d e r s h i p not t o be d i s t u r b e d i f 

t h e y f i n d t h a t he has a t t r i b u t e d t o Gregory m i r a c l e s which 

t h e y know t o belong t o ano t h e r s a i n t , because t h e s a i n t s 

h o l d t h e i r m i r a c l e s i n common, may l e a d us t o b e l i e v e t h a t 

he was w e l l aware o f what he was d o i n g . 7 6 For a l l t h a t 

S t r e o n e s h a l h was s h o r t o f m a t e r i a l , these t e n m i r a c l e 

s t o r i e s , however t h e y came t o be a t t r i b u t e d t o Gregory, a r e 

te n more t h a n Bede i n c l u d e d i n h i s b r i e f b i o g r a p h y o f t h e 

g r e a t p o p e . 7 7 Whether Bede d i d not know any s t o r i e s o f 

Gregory's m i r a c l e s , or knew them and chose not t o i n c l u d e 

them, as unworthy o f i n c l u s i o n i n h i s work or i r r e l e v a n t , 
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i s something t h a t cannot be answered. On t h e whole, Bede's 

knowledge o f Gregory seems t o have been t h e more p r e c i s e . 

The Anonymous was not w h o l l y i g n o r a n t ; he was f a m i l i a r w i t h 

many o f t h e themes o f Gregory's Moralia and Regula 

Pastoral is, and w i t h some of t h e e p i s t l e s and h o m i l i e s , as 

w e l l as much o f t h e b i o g r a p h i c a l d e t a i l . But Bede's i s a 

f a r more s y s t e m a t i c p r e s e n t a t i o n o f Gregory's l i f e , and 

shows a g r e a t e r knowledge o f h i s w r i t i n g s . As t o t h e o r i g i n 

o f e i t h e r w r i t e r ' s i n f o r m a t i o n , t h e r e can be no 

c e r t a i n t y . 7 8 I t i s l i k e l y t h a t Bede drew on what was 

recorded a t C a n t e r b u r y , 7 9 or t h a t Nothelm r e t u r n e d from 

Rome w i t h a b i o g r a p h i c a l summary. Gregory h i m s e l f p r o v i d e d 

a few a u t o b i o g r a p h i c a l d e t a i l s i n h i s i n t r o d u c t o r y l e t t e r 

t o t h e Moralia, so i t may be t h a t t h e E n g l i s h w r i t e r s drew 

on t h a t . But, g e n e r a l l y , t h e E n g l i s h i n t h e e a r l y e i g h t h 

c e n t u r y seem t o have known p r e c i o u s l i t t l e about ' t h e i r 

a p o s t l e ' . I f both t h e Anonymous and Bede had t o send t o 

Rome, or t o scour Gregory's own w r i t i n g s , f o r i n f o r m a t i o n , 

i t seems u n l i k e l y t h a t t h e r e were any t r a d i t i o n s about 

Gregory p r e s e r v e d i n England on which t h e y c o u l d draw. T h i s 

places a q u e s t i o n mark a g a i n s t t h e assumption t h a t t h e 

Grego r i a n i n f l u e n c e was paramount i n t h e E n g l i s h church. 

Loomis' c o n t e n t i o n t h a t because o f h i s r o l e i n t h e m i s s i o n 

t o t h e E n g l i s h , 8 0 t h e words o f Gregory had an hi g h p l a c e i n 

E n g l i s h m o n a s t e r i e s , and t h a t appeal t o them a l o n e was a 

g u a r a n t o r o f o r t h o d o x y and c r e d i b i l i t y i s f a r from c e r t a i n . 

The i n f l u e n c e t h a t Gregory had on t h e r e c o r d i n g o f m i r a c l e 

Chapter Two 



129 

s t o r i e s i n England i s u n d e n i a b l e ; b u t i t i s s l i g h t e r , and 

more s u b t l e , t h a n e i t h e r Loomis or McCready would have us 

b e l i eve. 

' I n s c r i p t i s . . . m u l t a n a r r a v i t m i r a c u l a ' : uses o f t h e 

Dialogi s t o r i e s i n England. 

I t was t h e b e l i e f o f E.C. Brewer, propounded 

t h r o u g h o u t h i s Dictionary of Mirac7es,81 t h a t every m i r a c l e 

s t o r y r e l a t e d i n t h e l i t e r a t u r e o f t h e C h r i s t i a n e ra was i n 

some way a v a r i a n t o f a B i b l i c a l m i r a c l e . I t i s an 

a t t r a c t i v e t h e s i s , b u t i t i s one which begs a more b a s i c 

q u e s t i o n . How can we i d e n t i f y one s t o r y w i t h another? 

C l e a r l y , when Adomnan r e p o r t e d t h a t Columba had t u r n e d 

water i n t o wine, he was d e l i b e r a t e l y i n v i t i n g h i s audience 

t o r e c o g n i z e t h a t t h i s was t h e same a c t as C h r i s t h i m s e l f 

had p e r f o r m e d . 8 2 But how, w i t h o u t t h e obvious p a r a l l e l s , 

and t h e e x p l i c i t comment, o f t h a t s t o r y , can a m i r a c l e be 

i d e n t i f i e d as i m i t a t i v e o f ano t h e r ? That i s t h e q u e s t i o n 

which t o a l a r g e degree u n d e r l i e s t h i s c h a p t e r , as i t does 

any a t t e m p t t o see t h e m i r a c l e s t o r i e s o f one work as b e i n g 

e x p l i c a b l e t h r o u g h t h e i r s i m i l a r i t y t o another. What do we 

mean when ( o r i f ) we say t h a t t h e Anglo-Saxons used t h e 

s t o r i e s o f t h e Dialogic 

One obvious answer i s t h a t t h e y r e t o l d them, as, f o r 

i n s t a n c e , t h e s t o r i e s o f C u t h b e r t were r e t o l d by Bede i n 

th e Historia Ecclesiastica83 or by A l c u i n i n t h e Versus de 

Patribus, Regibus e t Sanctis Euboricensis Ecclesiae.84 The 
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o n l y Anglo-Saxon a u t h o r t o use m a t e r i a l from Gregory's 

accounts o f I t a l i a n s a i n t s i n t h i s way was Aldhelm i n t h e 

prose and verse De Virginitate. I t appears t h a t Aldhelm 

r e - r e a d t h e Dialogi between t h e two p a r t s o f h i s opus 

gemi natum.85 I n t h e l a t e r ( m e t r i c a l ) work, t h e account o f 

S c h o l a s t i c a 1 s meeting w i t h her b r o t h e r i s r e p e a t e d , but 

detached from t h e mention o f two o t h e r s a i n t l y v i r g i n s , 

C h r i s t i n a and D o r o t h e a . 8 6 The account o f t h e l i f e o f 

Benedict i s expanded, w i t h a s e r i e s o f h i s m i r a c l e s b r i e f l y 

r e c o u n t e d . Benedict i s c r e d i t e d w i t h r a i s i n g t h e dead, 

h e a l i n g t h e deaf, lame and s i c k , r e p a i r i n g a broken v e s s e l , 

d e s t r o y i n g a g o b l e t h o l d i n g p o i s o n , and r e c o v e r i n g an 

axe-head from t h e water i n t o which i t had f a l l e n . A l l o f 

these are t o be found i n book two o f t h e Dialogi, t o which 

Aldhelm r e f e r s h i s r e a d e r s f o r f u r t h e r i n f o r m a t i o n . As i n 

t h e Vita Cuthberti Metrica or t h e A l c u i n Versus, t h e 

necessary compression ( n o t t o mention A l d h e l m 1 s 

i d i o s y n c r a t i c L a t i n ) makes i t d i f f i c u l t t o f i n d v e r b a l 

b o r r o w i n g . But i t i s c l e a r t h a t Aldhelm viewed b o t h 

Benedict and S c h o l a s t i c a as paragons o f v i r t u e by whom t h e 

nuns o f B a r k i n g ought t o be i n s p i r e d i n t h e i r own l i v e s . 

The argument ought n o t , however, t o be pushed t o o f a r . 

Aldhelm makes no g r e a t e r c l a i m s f o r t h e heroes o f t h e 

Dialogi t h a n f o r any o f h i s o t h e r models, and he does not 

draw a t a l l on t h e o t h e r t h r e e books o f t h e G r e g o r i a n 

c o l 1ect i on. 

I t i s not s u r p r i s i n g t h a t Aldhelm s h o u l d be t h e 
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E n g l i s h a u t h o r who makes t h e most d i r e c t use o f Gregory's 

s t o r i e s , because i t i s Aldhelm whose agenda seems t o have 

been c l o s e s t t o Gregory's own. L i k e Gregory 3 Aldhelm w r o t e 

t o encourage t h o s e who had embraced t h e r e l i g i o u s l i f e , i n 

h i s case t h e nuns o f B a r k i n g . L i k e Gregory, Aldhelm 

d i s p l a y e d a s u s p i c i o n o f t h e c a r n a l - t h e main p o i n t o f De 

Virginitate i s t h a t t h e s a i n t s were a b l e t o do w o n d e r f u l 

t h i n g s because t h e y were v i r g i n s . 8 7 I n having been 

abstemious w i t h t h e i r f l e s h , t h e y were a b l e t o t o l e r a t e 

e x t r a o r d i n a r y s u f f e r i n g or t o d i s p l a y m i r a c u l o u s grace. 

And, l i k e Gregory, Aldhelm produced examples not so much 

f o r i m i t a t i o n as f o r v e n e r a t i o n and i n s p i r a t i o n . 8 8 There 

was no l i k e l i h o o d o f t h e nuns o f B a r k i n g being b o i l e d i n 

o i l , or s u f f e r i n g t h e o t h e r t o r m e n t s t h a t t h e a p o s t l e s a r e 

supposed t o have s u r v i v e d , but t h e same v i r g i n i t y was t o be 

p r i z e d by them, and t h e h i g h e s t achievements o f t h a t 

v i r g i n i t y s h o u l d i n s p i r e t h e m . 8 9 

I t w i l l be argued t h a t t h i s was not t h e programme t h a t 

i n f l u e n c e d Bede and t h e o t h e r E n g l i s h w r i t e r s . However, 

e a r l i e r c o n t r i b u t i o n s t o t h i s d i s c u s s i o n have assumed t h e 

c e n t r a l i t y o f Gregory's t h o u g h t i n England and i m p l i e d t h a t 

t h e g r e a t e s t e f f e c t was on Bede. Paul Meyvaert has argued 

t h a t Gregory's i n f l u e n c e on t h e Jarrow s c h o l a r was 

c o n s i d e r a b l e , b u t d i f f i c u l t p r e c i s e l y t o d e f i n e . 9 0 I n 

Bede's e a r l i e r works, t h e debt t o Gregory i s o b v i o u s and 

acknowledged, but i n h i s more mature w r i t i n g t h e e f f e c t o f 

Bede's wide r e a d i n g o f t h e Church F a t h e r s i s more c l e a r l y 
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seen. At one p o i n t i n p a r t i c u l a r , Bede's e c c l e s i o l o g i c a l 

views can be shown t o d i f f e r from G r e g o r y ' s . 9 1 L i k e Gregory 

h i m s e l f , Bede was t o o e r u d i t e a s c h o l a r o n l y t o be 

i n f l u e n c e d by one o f h i s mentors. However, Meyvaert d e t e c t s 

some ' s t y l i s t i c i n f l u e n c e ' 9 2 o f Gregory on Bede and some 

' s p i r i t u a l a f f i n i t y ' between t h e t w o . 9 3 

Mention has a l r e a d y been made o f t h e two arguments 

t h a t Bede's u n d e r s t a n d i n g o f t h e m i r a c u l o u s was shaped by 

G r e g o r y ' s . 9 4 The Loomis view ( t h a t Bede used Gregory as a 

'touchstone o f a u t h e n t i c i t y ' ) p r e s e n t s t h e l a t e r w r i t e r as 

a s l a v i s h c o p i e r , an u n i m a g i n a t i v e a r t i s a n , a monk so 

f e a r f u l o f c r o s s i n g t h e bounds o f a c c e p t a b i l i t y t h a t he 

c l u n g t o Gregory's exemplars as a guarantee o f o r t h o d o x y . 

I t does not a l l o w f o r t h e way i n which (as Meyvaert argues 

f o r Gregory's Dialogi)95 c o n t e n t and c o n t e x t i n f l u e n c e what 

a w r i t e r does w i t h h i s s t o r i e s . N e i t h e r Loomis (who 

p o r t r a y e d Bede f o r c i n g h i s m a t e r i a l i n t o a G r e g o r i a n mould) 

nor McCready (who sees Bede as a l e s s e r d i s c i p l e o f Gregory 

who o c c a s i o n a l l y f e l l i n t o t r a p s which t h e g r e a t man 

a v o i d e d ) seems t o have c o n s i d e r e d t h e p o s s i b i l i t y t h a t 

Bede, a l o n g w i t h o t h e r E n g l i s h a u t h o r s , had a d i f f e r e n t 

purpose i n r e l a t i n g m i r a c l e s t o r i e s from t h a t which 

i n s p i r e d t h e Dialogi. 

Loomis' argument was t h a t t h e shape and c o n t e n t o f t h e 

G r e g o r i a n s t o r i e s were c o p i e d by Bede. So, f o r i n s t a n c e , he 

m a i n t a i n e d t h a t t h e prose Vita Cuthberti was modelled on 

book I I o f t h e Dialogi,96 and t h a t no s t o r y was i n c l u d e d i n 
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t h e Historia Ecclesiastica u n l e s s an analogue c o u l d be 

found f o r i t i n t h e w r i t i n g s o f G r e g o r y . 9 7 I t i s a t h e s i s 

t h a t can be made t o appear crude and a r b i t r a r y , w i t h o u t an 

a p p r e c i a t i o n o f t h e s p e c i a l i z e d approach which Loomis had 

p r e v i o u s l y developed. For Loomis, t h e m i r a c l e s t o r y was an 

example o f ' f o l k - l o r e ' or 'wonder-lore'. He saw t h e s t o r i e s 

as b e i n g r e l a t e d t h r o u g h o r a l t r a d i t i o n s f i r s t o f a l l , and 

assumed t h a t an a u t h o r such as Bede would have had a range 

of such m a t e r i a l f r o m which t o s e l e c t . 9 8 E s s e n t i a l l y , 

Loomis argued, t h e r e was a l i m i t e d number o f ty p e s o f 

m i r a c l e s t o r y , which c o u l d be c a t e g o r i z e d and which, by t h e 

t w e l f t h c e n t u r y had become c o m p l e t e l y s t y l i z e d . 9 9 I t was 

th e c o n t r i b u t i o n o f Gregory I i n t h e s i x t h c e n t u r y t o l e n d 

t h e stamp o f a u t h o r i t a t i v e r e c o g n i t i o n t o those t y p e s t h a t 

he used. The f i r s t problem w i t h t h i s (and s i m i l a r 

approaches) t o t h e whole q u e s t i o n o f t h e m i r a c u l o u s i s t h a t 

i t can f i n d 'analogues' i n areas where t h e r e can be no 

p o s s i b l e l i t e r a r y connexion. Loomis c i t e d wonder s t o r i e s 

t o l d o f t h e B u d d h a , 1 0 0 w h i l s t Z.P. Thundy has t r i e d t o 

c l a i m a s t o r y i n t h e Koran as a p a r a l l e l t o t h e m i r a c l e o f 

Caedmon 1s g i f t o f s o n g . 1 0 1 T h i s serves t o h i g h l i g h t t h e 

second problem, t h a t t y p e s become so vague as t o be 

u n r e c o g n i z a b l e . For i n s t a n c e , Loomis r e c o g n i z e d t w e l v e 

major c a t e g o r i e s o f t h e w o n d e r - t a l e , t h e l a s t o f which he 

t e r m e d ' M i s c e l l a n e a ' , 1 0 2 

A c c o r d i n g t o Loomis, t h e 'admission o f t h e i n s p i r a t i o n 

o f t h e Dialogues i s made a t t h e end o f t h e f o u r t e e n t h 
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c h a p t e r o f St C u t h b e r t ' s l i f e . ' 1 0 3 But a l l t h a t Bede does 

a t t h a t p o i n t i s t o comment t h a t one o f C u t h b e r t ' s m i r a c l e s 

( i n which he put out a phantom f i r e by h i s p r a y e r ) i m i t a t e d 

an i n c i d e n t i n B e n e d i c t ' s c a r e e r , and another ( t h e 

e x t i n g u i s h i n g o f an a c t u a l f i r e i n h i s home v i l l a g e ) 

p a r a l l e l e d a m i r a c l e o f M a r c e l l i n u s , one o f t h e s a i n t s o f 

t h e f i r s t book o f t h e Dialogi. Elsewhere, as has been 

noted, Bede draws a t t e n t i o n o f h i s audience t o a p a r a l l e l 

w i t h t h e Vita Antonii.104 A l l t h a t i s proved by these 

asides i s t h a t Bede had read t h e Dialogi and expected t h a t 

t h e monks o f L i n d i s f a r n e would a l s o be f a m i l i a r w i t h them. 

Because some o f t h e m i r a c l e s o f C u t h b e r t resemble some o f 

those o f B e n e d i c t , because Bede chose t o note two such 

resemblances, and because i t i s c e r t a i n t h a t B e n e d i c t was a 

rev e r e d f i g u r e i n t h e monastic communities o f n o r t h e r n 

E n g l a n d , 1 0 5 i t i s t e m p t i n g t o jump t o t h e c o n c l u s i o n t h a t 

Bede s e t out t o p r e s e n t C u t h b e r t as a second B e n e d i c t . 

Tempting, b u t wrong. The evidence t h a t t h i s was t h e 

programme s i m p l y i s not t h e r e . Bede's e x p l i c i t c o n c l u s i o n 

i n t h e c h a p t e r t o which Loomis drew a t t e n t i o n i s not t o do 

w i t h B e n e d i c t , b u t w i t h t h e gene r a l s p i r i t u a l meaning o f 

such m i r a c l e ; t o have power over f l a m e s , r e a l o r 

f a n t a s t i c a l , was a s i g n t h a t t h e s a i n t a l s o had conquered 

t h e f i r e s o f v i c e . Weaker m o r t a l s have more t o wo r r y about 

from t h e flames o f h e l l . I t i s a r h e t o r i c a l f l o u r i s h which, 

f o r a l l t h a t Gregory might a l s o have s a i d i t , does not seem 

t o o r i g i n a t e i n t h e Dialogi. Why sho u l d we assume t h a t Bede 
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needed t o go t h e r e f o r t h e s t o r i e s e i t h e r ? Perhaps a more 

a c c u r a t e view o f Bede's i n t e n t i o n s would be gained i f h i s 

words were t a k e n a t f a c e v a l u e . Bede w r o t e o f t h e two f i r e 

s t o r i e s , 'Sicque i n duobus m i r a c u l i s duorum patrum e s t 

v i r t u t e s i m i t a t u s . 1 1 0 6 A t t e n t i o n i s drawn t o t h e Antony and 

Benedict p a r a l l e l s i n s i m i l a r words:'Et h i e quoque 

v e n e r a b i l i s C h r i s t i famulus i n duobus m i r a c u l i s duorum 

patrum e s t f a c t a s e c u t u s . ' 1 0 7 I t i s as i f Bede h i m s e l f , 

read i n a wide range o f e a r l i e r hagiography and aware t h a t 

h i s audience would a l s o know t h e s t o r i e s t o which he drew 

a t t e n t i o n , was p l e a s e d t o n o t i c e t h e p a r a l l e l s , as t h e y 

s t r e n g t h e n e d t h e i m p r e s s i o n t h a t C u t h b e r t belongs i n t h e 

company o f t h e F a t h e r s o f monasticism. To suggest t h a t 

t h e r e was a d e l i b e r a t e p o l i c y o f f o r c i n g t h e C u t h b e r t 

m a t e r i a l t o mimic t h e deeds o f Benedict s t r e t c h e s t h e 

evidence, and denies t h a t t h e r e i s any s i g n i f i c a n c e i n 

Bede's d e l i b e r a t e l y t w i c e d r a w i n g out t h e p a r a l l e l w i t h two 

s a i n t s ' deeds, r a t h e r than w i t h t hose o f one. 

There i s a t l e a s t one example o f a B e n e d i c t p a r a l l e l 

not b e ing used where i t might have been. As i n many areas 

o f t h i s d i s c u s s i o n , t h e much l a r g e r o u t p u t o f Bede has 

tended t o dominate t h e view t a k e n o f Gregory's i n f l u e n c e i n 

England. But t h e Anonymous o f L i n d i s f a r n e seems a l s o t o 

have known t h e Dialogi'106 and a comparison between h i s use 

o f s t o r i e s and Bede's w i t h p o s s i b l e analogues from t h e 

G r e g o r i a n m a t e r i a l i s i n s t r u c t i v e . For example, Gregory 

t e l l s t h a t when t h e y were engaged i n t h e b u i l d i n g o f Monte 
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Cassino, some o f B e n e d i c t ' s monks found a stone which i t 

proved i m p o s s i b l e t o move. 1 0 9 The reason f o r t h i s was t h a t 

t h e d e v i l was s i t t i n g on i t ; B e nedict was c a l l e d and a f t e r 

h i s p r a y e r and b l e s s i n g had been g i v e n , t h e stone was moved 

w i t h ease. Both Bede and t h e Anonymous t e l l o f C u t h b e r t 

c o n s t r u c t i n g h i m s e l f a d w e l l i n g on Fame. A c c o r d i n g t o t h e 

Anonymous, C u t h b e r t e x p e l l e d demons from t h e i s l a n d , and 

b u i l t h i s own house w i t h huge s t o n e s , 1 1 0 one o f which was 

o f such a s i z e t h a t f o u r monks c o u l d not move i t ; some days 

l a t e r , t h e y r e a l i z e d t h a t C u t h b e r t had p l a c e d i t i n t h e 

w a l l w i t h o u t a s s i s t a n c e . 1 1 1 I f t h e Anonymous had Gregory's 

s t o r y i n mind a t a l l , he made l i t t l e use o f i t . But Bede 

makes even l e s s o f t h e s t o r y . I n h i s account o f t h e 

e s t a b l i s h m e n t o f t h e Fame r e t r e a t , Bede d e s c r i b e s how 

C u t h b e r t c o n s t r u c t e d f o r h i m s e l f a d w e l l i n g from t u r f and 

undressed s t o n e s , some o f which were so l a r g e 'ut v i x a 

q u a t t u o r v i r i s v i d e r e n t u r p o t u i s s e l e v a r i , quos tamen i p s e 

a n g e l i c o a d i u t u s a u x i l i o i11uc a t t u l i s s e a l i u n d e e t muro 

imposuisse r e p e r t u s e s t . ' 1 1 2 I f t h e Vita Metrica r e f e r s t o 

t h e s t o r y a t a l l , i t i s even more a l l u s i v e l y ; 1 1 3 we are 

merely t o l d t h a t i t would have ta k e n s i x men t o t r a n s p o r t 

t h e b o u l d e r s which C u t h b e r t , w i t h t h e h e l p o f God, pla c e d 

i n t o t h e w a l l s a l o n e . I t i s an i n t e r e s t i n g comparison; a r e 

Bede's condensed sentences d i s t i l l a t i o n s o f t h e Anonymous' 

s t o r y , o r was t h e Anonymous t u r n i n g t h e comment o f those 

who had w i t n e s s e d t h e b u i l d i n g on t h e s i z e o f t h e stones 

i n t o an anecdote? Whichever i s t h e t r u e e x p l a n a t i o n , what 
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cannot be demonstrated i s t h a t t h e w r i t e r s used an 

o p p o r t u n i t y (which i s c l e a r l y t h e r e ) t o s t r e s s t h e p a r a l l e l 

w i t h B e n e d i c t t h r o u g h a m i r a c l e s t o r y . I n f a c t , t h e y appear 

t o have eschewed t h e idea. 

'Qui idem pene e t eodem modo l e g i t u r f e c i s s e miraculum': a 

p a r a l l e l i n d e t a i l . 

An i n d i c a t i o n o f t h e way i n which t h e E n g l i s h a u t h o r s 

regarded t h e use o f Be n e d i c t ' s m i r a c l e s t o r i e s as models 

f o r t h e i r own i s seen when one o f t h e m i r a c l e s o f C u t h b e r t 

i s analysed i n g r e a t e r d e t a i l . For t h e s t o r y o f t h e s a i n t 

b r i n g i n g w a ter from d r y ground we have f o u r v e r s i o n s (and a 

b r i e f mention i n A l c u i n ' s Versus)j1 1 4 i t p r o v i d e s , 

t h e r e f o r e , an o p p o r t u n i t y t o r e v i e w n o t o n l y t h e way i n 

which an exemplar from one o f t h e monastic f a t h e r s was seen 

t o be r e l e v a n t , b u t a l s o t h e d i f f e r i n g f e a t u r e s which each 

of t h e v e r s i o n s i n c l u d e s . 

Whether or not i t i s t h e o r i g i n a l , t h e Anonymous o f 

L i n d i s f a r n e ' s account o f t h e i n c i d e n t u s e f u l l y forms a 

s t a r t i n g p o i n t f o r t h e c o m p a r i s o n . 1 1 5 A c c o r d i n g t o t h i s 

Vita, C u t h b e r t had been moved from h i s p o s i t i o n as p r i o r o f 

Melrose t o L i n d i s f a r n e , where he e s t a b l i s h e d t h e r u l e and 

served ( t h e Anonymous does not say i n what c a p a c i t y ) f o r 

'many y e a r s ' . 1 1 6 Then C u t h b e r t decided t o r e t i r e t o Fame, 

e x p e l l i n g t h e demonic f o r c e s t h e r e , b u i l d i n g h i s home and 

moving t h e enormous stone. But t h e r e was a s h o r t a g e o f 

water on t h e i s l a n d ; i t i s w o r t h q u o t i n g t h e whole o f t h e 
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c h a p t e r i n which t h e problem and i t s r e s o l u t i o n are 

d e s c r i bed: 

I t e r u m a l i a d i e v i s i t a n t e s f r a t r e s v e n e r u n t ad 
eum. Qui bus i l l e secundum morem e i u s primum 
verbum Dei p r e d i c a v i t , deinde e t i a m post 
p r e d i c a t i o n e m c e p i t d i c e r e , '0 f r a t r e s c a r i s s i m i , 
s c i t i s q u i a l o c u s i s t e pene i n i n h a b i t a b i 1 i s e s t , 
p r o p t e r aquae penuriam. Ideo oremus Domini 
a u x i l i u m , e t f o d i t e i n medio pavimento domus meae 
hanc saxosam t e r r a m , q u i a potens e s t Deus de rupe 
p e t r i n a p e t e n t i aquam s u s c i t a r e . I l l e enim o l i m 
Moysi p e r c u t i e n t i v i r g a , de p e t r a aquam s i t i e n t i 
p opulo d e d i t . Samsonem quoque de m a x i l l i s a s i n i 
s i t i e n t e m p o t a v i t . ' F r a t r e s vero secundum 
praeceptum e i u s f o d e r u n t t e r r a m . Et, o r a n t e eo, 
s t a t i m fontem aquae v i v e sursum i n obviam e i u s , 
de saxosa t e r r a erumpere manantem i n v e n e r u n t . 
Cuius nos magnam s u a v i t a t e m d u l c e d i n i s usque 
ho d i e degustantes cum g r a t i a r u m a c t i o n e 
probavimus. I l l e e t i a m servus Dei a n a c h o r i t a 
p r o f e s s u s e s t r e l a t u f i d e l i s s i m o r u m agnovi i n ea 
aqua a Deo donata omnis l i q u o r i s s i b i esse 
suavi t a s . 1 1 7 

There are s e v e r a l p o i n t s t o note about t h i s account. 

The B i b l i c a l p r ecedents ( f r o m Exodus and J u d g e s ) 1 1 8 f o r t h e 

event are g i v e n , n o t , i t i s s a i d , by t h e a u t h o r but by t h e 

worker o f t h e m i r a c l e . The c o n t e x t i s i n t e r e s t i n g ; C u t h b e r t 

o r d e r s t h e monks t o do t h e d i g g i n g , a f t e r p r e a c h i n g t o 

them. The i m p l i c a t i o n i s t h a t C u t h b e r t , i n h i s her m i t a g e , 

was s t i l l e x e r c i s i n g a u t h o r i t y over o t h e r s i n t h e 

community, a l t h o u g h we might see i n t h i s a p i c t u r e o f t h e 

r o l e o f t h e h e r m i t w i t h i n a monastic c o m m u n i t y . 1 1 9 The 

monks do t h e d i g g i n g w h i l s t C u t h b e r t prays - t h e 

c o n t e m p l a t i v e s u p p o r t i n g t h e a c t i v e ( o r r a t h e r vice-versa). 

The reason f o r t h e m i r a c l e i s t h a t w i t h o u t a s u p p l y o f 

water C u t h b e r t might not have been a b l e t o remain on t h e 

i s l a n d (presumably, p r i o r t o t h i s , t h e monks had been 
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b r i n g i n g water t o him). As i n t h e B i b l i c a l s t o r i e s , t h e 

s p r i n g appears i m m e d i a t e l y . The s u p p l y was s t i l l i n 

e x i s t e n c e a t t h e t i m e o f w r i t i n g , b u t t h e w r i t e r notes t h e 

p o i n t t o t e s t i f y t o i t s f l a v o u r , which leads on t o t h e l a s t 

sentence. Whether he means t h a t t h e water had d i f f e r e n t 

t a s t e s a t d i f f e r e n t t i m e s , o r t h a t w i t h t h i s s u p p l y , 

C u t h b e r t d i d not want f o r any o t h e r form o f l i q u i d 

r e f r e s h m e n t , i s not c l e a r . The i m p l i c a t i o n i s t h a t God had 

p r o v i d e d not o n l y f o r C u t h b e r t ' s n e c e s s i t y but f o r h i s 

g r e a t e r c o m f o r t . 

T u r n i n g now t o t h e s t o r y i n Bede's Prose L i f e , we see 

some n o t a b l e d i f f e r e n c e s . The c o n t e x t i s more or l e s s t h e 

same - C u t h b e r t 'many yea r s ' e a r l i e r had been moved t o 

L i n d i s f a r n e by Eata, t o r u l e as p r i o r (presumably w h i l s t 

Eata remained a t M e l r o s e ) . 1 2 0 Bede g i v e s a much f u l l e r 

account o f these years than does t h e Anonymous; he suggests 

t h a t t h e r e was a t f i r s t some r e s i s t a n c e t o t h e i m p o s i t i o n 

by C u t h b e r t o f a (Roman) monastic r u l e , and d i g r e s s e s not 

o n l y i n t o t h e h i s t o r y o f L i n d i s f a r n e but a l s o i n t o 

Gregory's i n s t r u c t i o n s t o A u g u s t i n e o f C a n t e r b u r y . 1 2 1 

However, C u t h b e r t ' s a u t h o r i t y was enhanced by h i s p e r s o n a l 

h o l i n e s s and h i s a b i l i t y t o work m i r a c l e s ; h i s d e c i s i o n t o 

r e t i r e i n t o s o l i t u d e on Fame i s p r e s e n t e d as a n a t u r a l 

p r o g r e s s i o n , 1 2 2 and Bede i s c a r e f u l t o n o t e t h a t i t i s made 

w i t h t h e b l e s s i n g o f Eata and t h e o t h e r m o n k s . 1 2 3 C u t h b e r t 

( h a v i n g d r i v e n o u t t h e demonic f o r c e s which had p r e v i o u s l y 

made t h e p l a c e u n i n h a b i t a b l e and b u i l t h i s d w e l l i n g from 
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i m p l a u s i b l y l a r g e s t o n e s ) i n c r e a s e d t h e decree o f 

s e p a r a t i o n from t h e b r o t h e r s . He had h i s own d w e l l i n g , and 

they a guest house, not f a r f r o m which t h e r e i s a s p r i n g . 

C u t h b e r t 1 s p l a n , however, was t o make h i s i s o l a t i o n t o t a l ; 

a l t h o u g h t h e r e was water on t h e i s l a n d , he needed i t i n h i s 

house so t h a t he need not emerge t o c o l l e c t i t . 1 2 4 Bede 

then d e s c r i b e s how t h i s d e s i r e was met: 

At v e r o i p s a e i u s mansio aquae e r a t i n d i g a , 
u t p o t e i n d u r i s s i m a e t prope saxea rupe c o n d i t a . 
A c c i t i s ergo v i r Domini f r a t r i b u s , necdum enim se 
ab a d v e n i e n t i u m s e c l u s e r a t a s p e c t i b u s , 
' C e r n i t i s , 1 i n q u i t , 'quia f o n t i s inops s i t mansio 
quam a d i i , sed rogemus obsecro i l i u m qui 
c o n v e r t i t s o l i dam petram i n stagnum aquae e t 
rupes i n f o n t e s aquarum, u t non nobis sed nomini 
suo dans g l o r i a m de hac quoque rupe saxosa n o b i s 
venam f o n t i s a p e r i r e d i g n e t u r . Fodiamus i n medio 
t u g u r i u n c u l i mei, credo t o r r e n t e v o l u p t a t i s suae 
p o t a b i t nos.' Fecerunt ergo foveam, quam i n 
c r a s t i n u m emanante ab i n t e r n i s unda r e p l e t a m 
i n v e n e r u n t . Unde dubiurn non e r a t hanc o r a t i o n i b u s 
v i r i Dei de a r i d i s s i m a ac d u r i s s i m a p r i u s t e r r a 
e l i c i t a m f u i s s e aquam. Quae v i d e l i c e t aqua mi rum 
i n modum p r i m i s c o n t e n t a r i p i s , nec f o r a s 
e b u l l i e n d o pavimentum i n v a d e r e , nec h a u r i e n d o 
n o v i t d e f i c e r e , i t a moderata g r a t i a l a r g i t o r i s , 
u t nec n e c e s s i t a t i a c c i p i e n t i s s u p e r f 1 u e r e t , nec 
s u s t e n t a n d a e n e c e s s i t a t i c o p i a d e e s s e t . 1 2 5 

The sequence o f events i s not i d e n t i c a l w i t h t h a t i n 

t h e Anonymous' account. The monks are summoned by C u t h b e r t 

s p e c i f i c a l l y t o address t h i s problem; they do not v i s i t him 

t o hear a sermon, and then f i n d themselves d i g g i n g f o r 

water. Bede uses d i f f e r e n t s c r i p t u r a l a l l u s i o n s - t h e r e i s 

no mention o f Moses or Samson, but two q u o t a t i o n s from t h e 

psalms. As i n t h e Anonymous' account, t h e monks are 

i n v o l v e d i n t h e d i g g i n g , a l t h o u g h t h e i m p l i c a t i o n seems t o 

be t h a t C u t h b e r t a l s o h e l p s . But t h e r e i s a d i f f e r e n c e i n 
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t h e t i m e s c a l e ; a c c o r d i n g t o Bede a small p i t i s dug t h e n 

l e f t d r y , and water d i s c o v e r e d i n i t t h e f o l l o w i n g day. 

Then Bede r e t u r n s t o h i s main theme o f C u t h b e r t ' s ever 

g r e a t e r s o l i t u d e , and h i s h o l i n e s s , w i t h an account o f h i s 

washing h i s v i s i t o r s ' f e e t and o f h i s i n c r e a s i n g r e f u s a l t o 

leave h i s c e l l . There i s no mention o f t h e sweetness o f t h e 

water, nor o f i t s t r a n s f o r m a t i o n t o o t h e r f l a v o u r s . And i t 

i s not s t a t e d t h a t t h e f o u n t a i n i s s t i l l t h e r e . I t i s t h e 

adequacy o f t h e s u p p l y t h a t i s s t r e s s e d ; Bede emphasizes 

t h a t t h e water was n e i t h e r exhausted nor o v e r f l o w e d i t s 

foveam. I t might be t h a t t h e i m p l i c a t i o n o f nec necessitati 

accipientis superflueret i s t h a t once C u t h b e r t was no 

l o n g e r l i v i n g on Fame, t h e s p r i n g vanished. 

Bede o f f e r s two o t h e r v e r s i o n s o f t h e same s t o r y . That 

i n t h e M e t r i c a l L i f e i s remarkably b r i e f : 

F o n t i s inops f u e r a t l o c u s h i e , sed sanctus 
amoenam 
E x c u t i t i n s o l i t a p r e c i b u s d u l c e d i n e limpham. 
Haec s a c r i media C u t h b e r t i nata sub a u l a 
Praebet adhuc c u n c t i s suavem p o t a t i b u s haustum. 
Nec mi rum haec domini famulum p o t u i s s e s m e r e r i , 
Qui quondam, s a l i e n t e s i t i m dum p e l l e r e t unda, 
I n meracum l a t i c e s v a l u i t c o n v e r t e r e n e c t a r . 1 2 6 

F o l l o w i n g t h e condensed n a r r a t i v e o f C u t h b e r t ' s 

a r r i v a l a t Fame, e x p u l s i o n o f t h e demons and c o n s t r u c t i o n 

o f t h e d w e l l i n g s , 1 2 7 t h i s i s t h e f i r s t m i r a c l e o f 

C u t h b e r t ' s Fame p e r i o d . There i s no mention o f C u t h b e r t ' s 

m o t i v e s , nor o f any h e l p he r e c e i v e d i n d i g g i n g f o r water 

from v i s i t i n g monks. I n f a c t , t h e r e i s no d i g g i n g 

mentioned. C u t h b e r t produces t h e water by h i s p r a y e r s . I t 

i s t h e sweetness and t h e q u a l i t y o f t h e water t h a t p r o v i d e s 
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t h e main p o i n t o f i n t e r e s t i n t h i s v e r s i o n . The s u b t i t l e t o 

th e c h a p t e r suggests a second m i r a c l e , t h a t C u t h b e r t 

c o n v e r t e d t h e water i n t o wine, even as he drank i t . 

Presumably, t h i s 'supply i n a l l f l a v o u r s ' i s a p o e t i c 

r e s t a t e m e n t o f t h e Anonymous' idea about C u t h b e r t r e c e i v i n g 

t h e t a s t e o f a l l d r i n k s f r o m h i s s p r i n g . The l a s t t h r e e 

l i n e s o f t h e M e t r i c a l v e r s i o n seem t o be a t h e o l o g i c a l 

j u s t i f i c a t i o n o f t h e m i r a c l e ; t h a t t h e power o f God s h o u l d 

do t h i s need n o t be a cause f o r wonder, as from t h e f i r s t 

c r e a t i o n o f t h e sea, He c o u l d change water i n t o t h e 

sweetest o f d r i n k s . I t i s a r e f l e c t i o n o f t h e A u g u s t i n i a n 

t h e o l o g y o f t h e m i r a c u l o u s , t h a t what God does t h r o u g h t h e 

s a i n t s makes v i s i b l e powers which are a l r e a d y a t work i n 

th e u n i v e r s e b u t a r e o f t e n u n s e e n . 1 2 8 I t may, o f c o u r s e , be 

th e demands o f w r i t i n g i n ve r s e which caused Bede t o make 

changes t o t h e s t o r y , but t h e number and importance o f 

those changes make t h i s a d i f f e r e n t p r e s e n t a t i o n a l t o g e t h e r 

from t h a t i n t h e Prose L i f e . 

The f o u r t h v e r s i o n o f t h i s s t o r y i s a l s o v e r y 

d i f f e r e n t . Bede o f f e r s i n t h e Historia Ecclesiastica an 

a b b r e v i a t e d Vita o f C u t h b e r t , 1 2 9 r e f e r r i n g r e a d e r s t o h i s 

own prose and m e t r i c a l l i v e s i f t h e y wish t o know m o r e . 1 3 0 

He i n c l u d e s o n l y seven m i r a c l e s t o r i e s , two o f which had 

o c c u r r e d a f t e r t h e c o m p l e t i o n o f t h e l a t e r l / 7 ' t a . 1 3 1 The 

ch o i c e o f t h e f i v e t h a t Bede d e l i b e r a t e l y r e p e a t s must, 

t h e r e f o r e , be s i g n i f i c a n t , as are any changes t h a t appear 

i n t h e t e l l i n g . The c o n t e x t f o r t h i s s t o r y i s t h e same, 
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C u t h b e r t ' s move t o Fame and t h e e x p u l s i o n o f demons 

t h e r e f r o m , and h i s embracing o f t h e s o l i t a r y l i f e . But t h e 

p r e s e n t a t i o n i s s l i g h t l y d i f f e r e n t from any o f t h e o t h e r 

v e r s i o n s . Bede d e s c r i b e s Fame: 'Erat autem l o c u s e t aquae 

p r o r s u s e t f r u g i s e t a r b o r i s i n o p s . . . ' , 1 3 2 which makes t h e 

speech o f C u t h b e r t t o t h e monks o f L i n d i s f a r n e b e f o r e h i s 

d e p a r t u r e t h e r e , an o r a t i o n not mentioned i n any o t h e r 

r e n d i t i o n o f t h i s s t o r y , t h e more s i g n i f i c a n t : 

'Si mihi d i v i n a g r a t i a i n l o c o i l l o d o n a v e r i t , u t 
de opere manuum mearum v i v e r e queam, l i b e n s i b i 
morabor; s i n a l i a s , ad vos c i t i s s i m e Deo v o l e n t e 
r e v e r t a r . ' 

I t i s t h i s promise ( t o r e t u r n t o L i n d i s f a r n e i f he 

cannot s u r v i v e on h i s own i n s o l i t u d e ) t h a t e x p l a i n s t h e 

two s t o r i e s t h a t f o l l o w . The n a r r a t i v e o f t h e water from 

d r y ground i s p a i r e d w i t h t h e s t o r y o f C u t h b e r t growing 

crops o u t o f season, which a l s o appears i n t h e Prose 

L i f e . 1 3 3 The sequence o f events i n t h e Historia i s t h a t 

C u t h b e r t moved t o Fame, t h e n s e t about b u i l d i n g an house; 

h i s f e l l o w monks a s s i s t e d i n t h e c o n s t r u c t i o n o f a chapel 

and a common room. I t was i n t h i s l a s t b u i l d i n g t h a t t h e 

m i r a c l e o c c u r r e d . 

I u s s i t f r a t r e s i n eiusdem h a b i t a c u l i pavimento 
foveam f a c e r e : e r a t autem t e l l u s d u r i s s i m a e t 
saxosa, c u i n u l l a omnino spes venae f o n t a n a e 
v i d e r e t u r i n e s s e . Quod dum f a c e r e n t , ad f i d e m e t 
preces f a m u l i Dei a l i o d i e aqua plena i n v e n t a 
e s t , quae usque ad hanc diem s u f f i c i e n t e m c u n c t i s 
i l l o a d v e n i e n t i b u s g r a t i a e suae c a e l e s t i s copiam 
mi n i s t r a t . 1 3 4 

T h i s t a l l i e s c o m p l e t e l y w i t h n e i t h e r t h e Anonymous' v e r s i o n 

(as t h e su p p l y o f water i s not i n s t a n t a n e o u s ) nor w i t h 
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Bede's Prose L i f e (as t h e water i s i n t h e guest house and 

not C u t h b e r t ' s own q u a r t e r s ) . But i t seems t o have taken 

elements from each e a r l i e r account - t h e hard and stony 

ground from t h e Prose L i f e , and t h e s u f f i c i e n c y o f t h e 

su p p l y , l a s t i n g t o t h e t i m e o f w r i t i n g , f rom t h e Anonymous. 

I t i s w o r t h n o t i c i n g t h a t t h e r e i s no s c r i p t u r a l a l l u s i o n 

and no r e f e r e n c e t o t h e deeds o f another s a i n t . Bede moves 

q u i c k l y on t o t h e s t o r y o f t h e crops grown out o f season, a 

s t o r y which, as i t i s p r e s e n t e d b o t h i n t h e Historia and i n 

th e Prose L i f e , demonstrated t h a t i t was by d i v i n e f a v o u r 

t h a t C u t h b e r t l i v e d h i s s o l i t a r y l i f e on F a m e . 1 3 5 C l e a r l y , 

t h a t i s a l s o t h e p o i n t t h a t Bede shaped t h e water from d r y 

ground s t o r y t o make, a c o n c l u s i o n which might l e a d t o 

s p e c u l a t i o n t h a t C u t h b e r t ' s d e c i s i o n t o i s o l a t e h i m s e l f i n 

t h e way t h a t he d i d was not one which was viewed e n t i r e l y 

s y m p a t h e t i c a l l y by a l l i n t h e E n g l i s h C h u r c h . 1 3 6 

I t i s o n l y i n t h e Vita Prosaica t h a t Bede compares 

t h i s s t o r y w i t h t h e one i n t h e Dialogi o f Benedict b r i n g i n g 

water from d r y ground. ' I n aqua v i d e l i c e t e l i c i t a de rupe, 

factum b e a t i p a t r i s B e n e d i c t i q ui idem pene e t eodem modo 

l e g i t u r f e c i s s e miraculum, sed i d c i r c o u b e r i u s q u i a p l u r e s 

e r a n t qui aquae i n o p i a 1 a b o r a r e n t . ' 1 3 7 I n t h e s t o r y t o 

which Bede r e f e r s , B e n e d i c t had e s t a b l i s h e d t h r e e o f h i s 

monasteries on an i n a c c e s s i b l e mountain t o p . 1 3 8 There b e i n g 

no water t h e r e , t h e monks had t o make a d i f f i c u l t and 

dangerous j o u r n e y down t o a r e s e r v o i r and back a g a i n . They 

complained t o Be n e d i c t about t h i s , and t h e same n i g h t 
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Benedict c l i m b e d up t o t h e t o p o f t h e mountain t o mark a 

pla c e w i t h t h r e e stones; t h e monks were i n s t r u c t e d t o d i g 

t h e r e t h e next day and, when th e y d i d so, water was 

produced, a s u p p l y which was s t i l l t h e r e i n Gregory's t i m e . 

That Bede c o u l d d e s c r i b e t h i s as 'almost t h e same m i r a c l e 

i n t h e same manner' suggests t h a t i t would be wrong even t o 

lo o k f o r exa c t p a r a l l e l s . Had Bede wanted t o shape t h i s 

phase o f C u t h b e r t ' s c a r e e r around an e a r l i e r s a i n t , he 

c o u l d have t u r n e d i n t h e D i a l o g i t o a s t o r y r e l a t i n g t o 

M a r t i n , t h e h e r m i t o f Mount M a r s i c o . 1 3 9 A l t h o u g h t h a t s t o r y 

has no monks and no d i g g i n g , t h e main t h r u s t o f t h e t a l e i s 

s i m i l a r t o Bede's c o n c l u s i o n . M a r t i n made h i s home i n a 

cave, and i m m e d i a t e l y , water began t o t r i c k l e from t h e 

rock, i n p r e c i s e l y t h e q u a n t i t y t h a t he needed. T h i s , i t 

would seem, was i n o r d e r t h a t M a r t i n might c o n t i n u e h i s 

e r e m i t i c a l l i f e . The water t h a t Benedict produces does n o t 

serve t h a t purpose; t h a t anecdote i s about t h e power o f t h e 

s a i n t t o work m i r a c l e s and about an abbot's d u t y o f c a r i n g 

f o r h i s monks. That Bede s h o u l d r e f e r t o i t i s not g r e a t l y 

s i g n i f i c a n t , and does not suggest any dependence on t h e 

Dialogi. 

What i s remarkable i s t h e use t o which a m i r a c l e s t o r y 

c o u l d be p u t . There are f o u r v e r s i o n s o f one i n c i d e n t , 

t h r e e o f them by t h e same w r i t e r , y e t each o f them b r i n g s 

out t h e s i g n i f i c a n c e o f t h e s t o r y i n a p a r t i c u l a r manner. 

So d i f f e r e n t a r e t h e v e r s i o n s t h a t i t i s i m p o s s i b l e t o know 

whether Bede o r i g i n a l l y t o o k t h e s t o r y from t h e Anonymous, 
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or had an a d d i t i o n a l , presumably o r a l , source. That t h a t 

q u e s t i o n remains unanswered does not p r e v e n t t h e reader 

from seeing t h e way i n which a m i r a c l e s t o r y can be shaped 

t o f i t t h e a u t h o r ' s w i d e r argument or p a t t e r n . 

The p r o p h e t i c s p i r i t : ' v e n t u r a p r a e d i c e r e , p r a e s e n t i b u s 

a b s e n t i a n u n t i a r e ' . 

The wider argument o r p a t t e r n o f t h e b i o g r a p h e r o f one 

E n g l i s h s a i n t might appear t o have been t o p r e s e n t h i s hero 

i n t h e mould o f B e n e d i c t . I n t h e Vita Guthlaci, F e l i x 

p r e s e n t s a s e r i e s o f s t o r i e s d e s c r i b i n g t h e s a i n t ' s 

p r o p h e t i c powers, which he i n t r o d u c e s w i t h a t e l l i n g 

phrase: 'Coepit e t i a m i n t e r i s t a v i r Dei Guthlac p r o p h e t i a e 

s p i r i t u p o l l e r e , f u t u r a p r a e d i c a r e , p r a e s e n t i b u s a b s e n t i a 

n a r r a r e . 1 1 4 0 Whether o r not he expected h i s read e r s t o 

re c o g n i z e them, F e l i x 1 words a r e r e m i n i s c e n t o f a comment 

i n t h e Dialogic4'1 w i t h r e f e r e n c e t o B e n e d i c t ' s double 

power o f i n s i g h t . I t i s a sentence which appears a l s o i n 

Bede's prose l i f e o f C u t h b e r t ; 1 4 2 whether t h i s i s another 

i n s t a n c e o f Bede d e l i g h t i n g h i s L i n d i s f a r n e audience by 

s u g g e s t i n g a comparison w i t h B e n edict (which he does l i t t l e 

t o e s t a b l i s h f u r t h e r ) , o r whether (as i s more l i k e l y ) i t 

was merely a w e l l - t u r n e d phrase which Bede borrowed from 

t h e Dialogi, i s i m p o s s i b l e t o t e l l . W ith F e l i x , t h e r e can 

be l i t t l e doubt t h a t t h e words were used t o e s t a b l i s h a 

p a r a l l e l w i t h B e n e d i c t . At f i r s t s i g h t i t i s odd t h a t such 

a comment sho u l d appear a t t h e p o i n t i n t h e work t h a t i t 
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does. Guthlac had a l r e a d y d i s p l a y e d t h e power o f prophecy 

i n f o i l i n g an a t t e m p t on h i s l i f e 1 4 3 and i n r e t r i e v i n g a 

v i s i t o r ' s l o s t g l o v e . 1 4 4 But t h e arrangement o f m a t e r i a l i n 

the Vita does not appear always t o be i n c h r o n o l o g i c a l 

o r d e r . L i k e Adomnan i n t h e Vita CoTumbae, F e l i x a rranges 

h i s m a t e r i a l t h e m a t i c a l l y ; G u t h l a c ' s b a t t l e s w i t h t h e 

f o r c e s o f e v i l a re d e s c r i b e d i n one s e c t i o n , 1 4 5 t h e harmony 

i n which he l i v e d i n t h e n a t u r a l w o r l d forms a second group 

of s t o r i e s , 1 4 6 next are two o f t h e t h r e e h e a l i n g s t h a t a re 

r e l a t e d i n d e t a i l as o c c u r r i n g i n G u t h l a c ' s l i f e t i m e , 1 4 7 

and t h e n comes t h i s s e r i e s t h e main f e a t u r e o f which i s t h e 

p r o p h e t i c i n s i g h t o f t h e s a i n t . 1 4 8 

For almost e v e r y s t o r y i n t h i s l a s t - m e n t i o n e d group a 

c l o s e p a r a l l e l can be found i n book two o f t h e Dialogi. 

Guthlac was a b l e t o t e l l an abbot t h a t two o f h i s monks 

were v i s i t i n g t h e house o f a c e r t a i n woman, r a t h e r than (as 

he had expected) meeting w i t h him, or (as t h e abbot 

t h o u g h t ) elsewhere on b u s i n e s s ; B e n e d i c t knew t h a t two 

monks had stopped f o r a meal a t a woman's house when t h e y 

had been o u t s i d e t h e a b b e y . 1 4 9 To press home h i s p o i n t , 

F e l i x even borrows P e t e r ' s comparison w i t h E l i s h a and 

Gehazi from t h e f o l l o w i n g c h a p t e r o f t h e Dialogic50 I n t h e 

next s t o r y , G uthlac knew o f t h e two f l a s k s o f beer hidden 

by two o f h i s v i s i t o r s on t h e i r way t o see him; Benedict 

knew t h a t one o f h i s v i s i t o r s had stopped en r o u t e t o h i d e 

a f l a g o n o f w i n e . 1 5 1 At t h e t i m e o f h i s o r d i n a t i o n , G u t h l a c 

c h a l l e n g e d W i g f r i t h , who had e a r l i e r expressed doubts as t o 
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t h e v e r a c i t y o f t h e s t o r i e s o f wonder-working, l e a v i n g no 

doubt t h a t G uthlac c o u l d o n l y have known o f W i g f r i t h ' s 

concerns t h r o u g h a p r o p h e t i c s p i r i t ; B enedict was a b l e t o 

see t h r o u g h t h e d i s g u i s e o f someone who was sent t o t e s t i f 

he was r e a l l y a p r o p h e t . 1 5 2 G u t h l a c p r o p h e s i e d t o t h e 

messenger sent by Ecgburh t h a t he was t o be succeeded by a 

pagan; Benedict t o l d one o f h i s c o n v e r t s o f t h e s u p p r e s s i o n 

o f one o f h i s monasteries a f t e r h i s d e a t h . 1 5 3 Guthlac was 

ab l e t o t e l l A e t h e l b a l d h i s p o l i t i c a l f u t u r e i n d e t a i l , as 

Benedict t o l d T o t i l a t h e Goth l e a d e r . 1 5 4 F i n a l l y , b o t h 

s a i n t s p r e d i c t e d t h e i r own d e a t h s . 1 5 5 Such a s e r i e s o f 

c l o s e p a r a l l e l s cannot be a c c i d e n t a l ; as Jones n o t e d , t h e 

s i m i l a r i t y i n some o f t h e s t o r i e s i s so g r e a t t h a t 'the 

a u t h o r i s p a t e n t l y c a l l i n g a t t e n t i o n t o t h e 

d u p l i c a t i o n . ' 1 5 6 There are o t h e r s i m i l a r i t i e s between 

Benedict and Guthlac, f o r example, each e a r l y i n h i s c a r e e r 

e x p e r i e n c e d t h e h a t r e d o f h i s f e l l o w monks on account o f 

h i s r i g o r o u s a s c e t i c i s m , 1 5 7 and each has a pious s i s t e r who 

a c t s as something o f a s u p p o r t . 1 5 8 . Again, i t i s t e m p t i n g 

t o jump t o t h e c o n c l u s i o n t h a t i t was a p a r t o f F e l i x ' 

programme t o present G u t h l a c as a 'second B e n e d i c t ' . 

And, a g a i n , t e m p t i n g , b u t wrong. D e s p i t e t h e 

s i m i l a r i t i e s i n t h e t y p e , and even i n t h e d e t a i l , o f many 

of t h e prophecy s t o r i e s , t h e r e i s no v e r b a l b o r r o w i n g i n 

t h e Vita GuthTaci from t h e s t o r i e s t h a t i t p a r a l l e l s i n t h e 

Dialogi . Nor i s t h e r e much s i m i l a r i t y i n t h e c a r e e r s or 

achievements o f t h e two s a i n t s ; G u t h l a c was not an abbot, 
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t h e r e i s no s u g g e s t i o n t h a t he was f o u n d i n g a new o r d e r or 

l a y i n g down a r u l e , and h i s p r e c i s e r e l a t i o n s h i p t o h i s 

monastery i s l e f t e x t r e m e l y v a g u e . 1 5 9 T h i s i s a s i g n i f i c a n t 

p o i n t , because t h e m o t i f which u n d e r l i e s many o f t h e 

Benedict s t o r i e s which F e l i x i m i t a t e s i s one o f obedience. 

That note i s m i s s i n g i n t h e Guthlac v e r s i o n s . For i n s t a n c e , 

t h e r e i s t h e s t o r y which F e l i x t e l l s o f two monks who went 

t o v i s i t a woman r a t h e r t h a n accompany t h e i r abbot t o 

C r o w l a n d , 1 6 0 which i m i t a t e s t h e Benedict s t o r y o f t h e two 

monks, who stopped f o r a meal a t t h e house o f a woman when 

th e y were away from t h e a b b e y . 1 6 1 The p o i n t about t h e F e l i x 

s t o r y i s t h a t G u t h l a c p e r c e i v e s t h e o f f e n c e , and i s a b l e t o 

i n f o r m t h e abbot o f i t i n d e t a i l ; t h e i s s u e i n t h e Dialogi 

i s t h a t t h e monks have breached a r u l e o f t h e monastery -

t h a t t h e y s h o u l d not eat when away from t h e house i f i t 

c o u l d be av o i d e d . 

A second reason why t o o much sho u l d not be made o f any 

p a r a l l e l w i t h B e n e d i c t i s t h a t t h e Vita Guthlaci has i n i t 

m a t e r i a l which c o u l d be argued t o be i n i m i t a t i o n o f o t h e r 

s a i n t s . As we have seen, K u r t z argued t h a t t h e work was 

shaped a f t e r t h e p a t t e r n o f t h e Vita Antonii;162 Colgrave 

i d e n t i f i e d v e r b a l b o r r o w i n g from Jerome's Vita Pat/77/ 1 6 3 

Thacker draws a t t e n t i o n t o t h e range o f h a g i o g r a p h i c a l 

i n f l u e n c e s on F e l i x . 1 6 4 There i s no one s a i n t on whom F e l i x 

was m o d e l l i n g G u t h l a c ; t h e most t h a t can be s a i d i s t h a t 

t h e a u t h o r seems t o have used s t o r i e s d e l i b e r a t e l y t o 

resemble t h e deeds o f another s a i n t but p r i m a r i l y t o f i t 
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w i t h h i s own agenda. I n t h a t , though a r g u a b l y more 

i n f l u e n c e d by c o n t i n e n t a l s t o r i e s t h a n o t h e r w r i t e r s o f t h e 

t i m e , F e l i x was a t one w i t h h i s E n g l i s h c o n t e m p o r a r i e s . 

Of course, t h e Dialogi were an i n f l u e n c e on t h e 

Anglo-Saxon w r i t e r s , but i t would be mistaken t o 

o v e r e s t i m a t e t h e e x t e n t t o which E n g l i s h hagiography was 

i n d e b t e d t o t h e examples o f virtus c o l l e c t e d by Gregory I . 

A c c e p t i n g t h a t t h e s e m i r a c l e s t o r i e s were but one o f a 

number of t r a d i t i o n s which Bede and h i s c o n t e m p o r a r i e s had 

heard and remembered i s not t o decry t h e importance o f 

e i t h e r Benedict o r h i s b i o g r a p h e r t o t h e Anglo-Saxon 

Church. To what degree t h e monasticism o f s e v e n t h - c e n t u r y 

England can be t r u l y d e s c r i b e d as ' B e n e d i c t i n e ' i s a 

s u b j e c t o f some d e b a t e ; 1 6 5 w i t h o u t a doubt, t h e t r e n d was 

towards a c l o s e r i d e n t i f i c a t i o n w i t h t h e r u l e from Monte 

Cassino, and towards a g r e a t e r v e n e r a t i o n o f Gregory, t h e 

A p o s t l e o f t h e E n g l i s h , c u l m i n a t i n g i n t h e decree o f 

Clofe s h o . The h a g i o g r a p h e r s were pleased t o p o i n t o u t t h a t 

t h e deeds o f t h e s a i n t s c o n f i r m e d t h a t t r e n d . 

There i s ano t h e r way i n which t h e i n f l u e n c e o f t h e 

Dialogi has been d e t e c t e d ; book IV c o n t a i n s a body o f 

m a t e r i a l about t h e a f t e r l i f e . T h i s v i s i o n a r y c o n t e n t f i n d s 

echoes i n E n g l i s h m a t e r i a l , and a complete p i c t u r e o f t h e 

i n f l u e n c e o f Gregory on t h e w r i t i n g o f m i r a c l e s t o r i e s must 

i n c l u d e some d i s c u s s i o n o f t h o s e l i n k s . Yet t h e s t o r i e s i n 

th e E n g l i s h works which r e l a t e t o l i f e post mortem need t o 
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be s e t i n t h e c o n t e x t o f a w i d e r debate, which must i n c l u d e 

t h e c o n t r i b u t i o n o f I r i s h h agiography, and t h a t o f t h e 

g r e a t pope's namesake and contemporary, Gregory o f Tours. 

Chapter t h r e e e x p l o r e s t h a t broader p i c t u r e - I r e l a n d , 

Gaul, and Heaven. 
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Chapter Three 

Germanise simul e t H i b e r n i a e p a r t e s a t t i g i t : The wid e r 

p i c t u r e • 

To search t h e E n g l i s h works o f t h e l a t e seventh and 

e a r l y e i g h t h c e n t u r i e s f o r t h e i n f l u e n c e o f Gregory I , or 

o f o t h e r e a r l i e r h a g i o g r a p h e r s , i n terms o f s t o r i e s 

r e p l i c a t e d w i t h c l o s e v e r b a l p a r a l l e l s i s t o search i n 

v a i n . I t appears t h a t i t d e l i g h t e d , perhaps even s u r p r i s e d , 

t h ose who wr o t e o f them t h a t Guthlac and C u t h b e r t d i d 

t h i n g s t h a t Antony and Benedict had done, b u t i t cannot be 

shown t h a t any o f t h e Anglo-Saxons f o r c e d t h e i r m a t e r i a l 

i n t o a p r e v i o u s l y used mould. That i s not t o say, however, 

t h a t t h e E n g l i s h w r i t e r s were not a f f e c t e d by what had gone 

b e f o r e . I t i s merely t h a t t h e n a t u r e and range o f i n f l u e n c e 

i s broader and vaguer t h a n has been p r e v i o u s l y suggested. 

Except i n those passages which were made t o conform t o 

p r e v i o u s models (such as t h e co p y i n g o f l a r g e s e c t i o n s o f 

t h e p r e f a c e from a n o t h e r w o r k ) 1 o r which repeated s t o r i e s 

which t h e a u t h o r openly a d m i t t e d were t o be found elsewhere 

( a s , f o r example, when Bede i n c l u d e d m a t e r i a l from t h e 

Passio Albani, t h e Vita Germani and t h e B a r k i n g libel lus i n 

t h e Historia Ecclesiastica) ,2 t h e r e i s no p a r t o f t h e 

corpus here under d i s c u s s i o n o f which i t can be 

demonstrated t h a t one a u t h o r w r o t e a m i r a c l e s t o r y by 

cop y i n g or amending a n o t h e r ' s work. 3 Yet t h e r e are 
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u n d e n i a b l e s i m i l a r i t i e s between t h e m i r a c l e s t o r i e s 

recorded i n England and those p r e v i o u s l y r e l a t e d elsewhere. 

I n d i s c o u n t i n g t h e p o s s i b i l i t y o f a d i r e c t l i t e r a r y 

i n f l u e n c e , t h e s u g g e s t i o n o f o r a l t r a d i t i o n i s brought t o 

t h e f o r e . For t h e r e t o have been such an o r a l t r a d i t i o n , 

t h e r e must have been a network o f communications between 

t h e p l a c e s i n which m i r a c u l o u s deeds were l i k e l y t o have 

been recorded and c e l e b r a t e d . That such a network e x i s t e d 

i s beyond q u e s t i o n . Even i f Bede, as i f o f t e n remarked, 4 

seems never t o have t r a v e l l e d f u r t h e r than York i n t h e 

whole o f h i s l i f e , he knew a number o f people who had 

j o u r n e y e d more w i d e l y , and f r e e l y a d m i t t e d t h e i r 

c o n t r i b u t i o n t o h i s work. I n a d d i t i o n t o those l i s t e d i n 

t h e p r e f a c e t o t h e Historia EccTesiastica,5 Bede a l s o 

mentions c o n v e r s a t i o n s w i t h Acca, W i l f r i d , and Adomnan, 6 

and, o b v i o u s l y , would have spoken t o h i s own abbots, 

Benedict Biscop and Hwaetbert. Those f i v e are o n l y a 

r e p r e s e n t a t i v e sample o f t h e number o f men (and women) who 

were t r a v e l l i n g around t h e B r i t i s h I s l e s and between 

B r i t a i n and I r e l a n d and t h e c o n t i n e n t . I t was by these 

i t i n e r a r i e s , and w i t h i n t h e network o f monastic 

i n s t i t u t i o n s t h a t t h e y c r e a t e d and on which t h e y depended, 

t h a t a m i r a c l e s t o r y c o u l d be c a r r i e d from one c e n t r e t o be 

heard by a monk who was l a t e r t o w r i t e m i r a c l e s t o r i e s 

h i m s e l f . When c o n s i d e r i n g an age i n which c o d i c e s were 

expensive and d i f f i c u l t t o produce, i t i s a wonder t h a t we 

should expect any o t h e r . 
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T h i s c h a p t e r expands and defends t h a t h y p o t h e s i s . 

F i r s t l y , t h e i d e a o f ' o r a l t r a d i t i o n 1 needs some 

ex a m i n a t i o n and e x p l a n a t i o n , 7 r e c o g n i z i n g t h a t i t i s 

necessary t o r e l y on t h e work o f s p e c i a l i s t s i n o t h e r 

f i e l d s , f o r example, h i s t o r i a n s o f f o l k l o r e , p s y c h o l o g i s t s 

s p e c i a l i z i n g i n t h e study o f memory, and (though t o a 

l e s s e r e x t e n t ) New Testament s c h o l a r s . I t can be o b j e c t e d 

t h a t t h e r e are dangers i n assuming t h a t p a t t e r n s o f 

t r a n s m i s s i o n were t h e same i n s e v e n t h - o r e i g h t h - c e n t u r y 

Europe as a t o t h e r t i m e s and i n o t h e r c u l t u r e s ; however, i t 

can be shown t h a t t h e way i n which t h e t y p e s and s t r u c t u r e s 

of s t o r i e s , but not t h e v e r b i a g e , seem t o be reproduced 

s t r o n g l y suggests a process o f memorizing and r e t e l l i n g . 8 

Secondly, t h e framework w i t h i n t h i s ' o r a l t r a d i t i o n ' c o u l d 

be t r a n s m i t t e d needs e x a m i n a t i o n . A st u d y o f t h e sources 

g i v e n f o r t h e m i r a c l e s t o r i e s i n Anglo-Saxon works 

demonstrates t h a t most of them came from w i t h i n an 

i n t e r - r e l a t e d network o f monastic houses, 9 but t h e h i s t o r y 

of t h e t r a v e l s between I r e l a n d , England and Europe p o i n t s 

t o a w i d e r g e o g r a p h i c a l range th a n might a t f i r s t be 

suggested. I n p a r t i c u l a r , i t w i l l be argued t h a t t h e Vita 

Columbae o f Adomnan demonstrates t h e e f f e c t o f o r a l 

t r a d i t i o n s . W h i l s t i t belongs, w i t h o u t q u e s t i o n , t o t h e 

I r i s h school o f hagiography t h a t was b e g i n n i n g t o f l o w e r i n 

th e seventh c e n t u r y , some o f i t s s t o r i e s bear a marked 

s i m i l a r i t y t o t h o s e t o l d i n t h e Vita Cuthberti, b o t h by 

Bede and t h e Anonymous. Those s t o r i e s suggest t h e p r a c t i c e 
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o f , and a m o t i v e f o r , o r a l t r a n s m i s s i o n and i m i t a t i o n . Then 

two groups o f s t o r i e s w i l l be s t u d i e d i n d e t a i l , b oth 

r e l a t e d , i n d i f f e r e n t ways, t o l i f e a f t e r death, a 

p r e o c c u p a t i o n of t h e e a r l y mediaeval mind. F i r s t l y , t h e r e 

i s a c l u s t e r o f s t o r i e s which r e c o r d t h e exhumation o f 

s a i n t s ' b odies m i r a c u l o u s l y p r e s e r v e d from decay. These 

E n g l i s h t r a d i t i o n s can be compared w i t h each o t h e r and w i t h 

s t o r i e s t o l d by Gregory o f Tours. Secondly, i n t h e E n g l i s h 

works t h e r e a r e s t o r i e s r e c o u n t i n g ( t o use a modern term) 

'near death e x p e r i e n c e s ' . The i n f l u e n c e o f Gregory I and, 

a g a i n , o f Gregory o f Tours i s suggested t o l i e behind t h e s e 

t a l e s , b u t we can note t h e way i n which E n g l i s h a u t h o r s 

developed t h e i r m a t e r i a l , and t h e vehemence w i t h which t h e y 

m a i n t a i n e d , e x p l i c i t l y or i m p l i c i t l y , t h a t what t h e y 

r e p o r t e d was t r u e . 

' F i d e l i u m v i v o r u m v i v a voce': s t o r i e s t o l d by word o f 

mouth. 

I t would be wrong, as D.H. Green has a r g u e d , 1 0 t o 

assume t h a t a w r i t t e n c u l t u r e (such as might be i m p l i e d by 

t h e e x i s t e n c e o f t h e L a t i n works o f t h e e i g h t h c e n t u r y ) 

excludes t h e p o s s i b i l i t y t h a t an o r a l c u l t u r e e x i s t e d 

a l o n g s i d e i t . I n f a c t , t h e o p p o s i t e might be t r u e . Whereas 

t h e B e n e d i c t i n e r u l e seems t o assume t h a t t h e monks c o u l d 

r e a d , 1 1 c o n d i t i o n s i n I t a l y may have been d i f f e r e n t from 

those i n I r e l a n d or England. Bede's suggested methods o f 

i n c u l c a t i n g t h e b a s i c s o f t h e f a i t h i n t o t h o s e ( i n c l u d i n g 
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c l e r g y ) who were unable t o read L a t i n , 1 2 and C u t h b e r t ' s 

a s s e r t i o n t h a t Bede's l a s t work was a t r a n s l a t i o n o f t h e 

f i r s t f i v e and an h a l f c h a p t e r s o f t h e gospel o f John i n t o 

E n g l i s h , 1 3 suggests t h a t even w i t h i n t h e chur c h , most 

communication was i n t h e v e r n a c u l a r . How many monks c o u l d 

read L a t i n , as opposed t o understand when l i s t e n i n g t o i t , 

i s not known. N e i t h e r can we be sure as t o t h e purpose t o 

which works such as t h e Vita Cuthberti were p u t . Were t h e y 

read a l o u d , a t meal t i m e s , i n t h e evening, or as p a r t o f 

th e o f f i c e ? Or were t h e y d e p o s i t e d i n t h e l i b r a r y , as, i n 

e f f e c t , a L a t i n c o l l e c t i o n o f s t o r i e s which were 

c i r c u l a t i n g i n E n g l i s h t h r o u g h t h e monks' c o n v e r s a t i o n ? 

Those who f i r s t developed a t h e o r y o f o r a l t r a d i t i o n 

argued t h a t i t was u n l i k e l y t h a t s t o r i e s were 

m e m o r i a l i z e d . 1 4 That, i n e f f e c t , would be a w r i t t e n 

t r a d i t i o n w i t h o u t p a r c h m e n t . 1 5 Rather, an o r a l t r a d i t i o n 

means t h a t t h e o u t l i n e o f a s t o r y i s committed t o t h e 

memory w i t h a framework, which remains s t a b l e i n s p i t e o f 

changes i n t h e w o r d i n g , or t h e d e t a i l , or even t h e 

c h a r a c t e r s and p l a c e s . For a n a l y s i s o f t h i s s o r t o f 

process, t h e work o f V. Propp can be u s e d . 1 6 Propp s t u d i e d 

t h e form and c o n t e n t o f f o l k t a l e s , and argued t h a t t h e r e i s 

o n l y a l i m i t e d number o f p a t t e r n s t h a t can be used i n 

c o n s t r u c t i n g a t a l e . 1 7 The c h a r a c t e r s w i t h i n a t a l e have 

f u n c t i o n s which p r o v i d e t h e t a l e w i t h s t a b i l i t y , 

i n d e p e n d e n t l y o f how, where or why t h e f u n c t i o n i s 

performed. So, f o r example, on t h i s argument t h e two 
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s t o r i e s o f W i l f r i d f u n c t i o n i n g as a b r i n g e r o f f r u i t f u l n e s s 

are e s s e n t i a l l y one - t h a t Bede 1 8 s e t s t h e s t o r y i n t h e 

c o n t e x t o f t h e d r o u g h t ending i n Sussex, and S t e p h e n 1 9 

r e c o r d s t h e event as be i n g i n F r i s i a m a t t e r s l i t t l e ; i n 

f a c t , t h e d i f f e r e n c e s serve t o h i g h l i g h t t h e common p o i n t -

W i l f r i d was remembered as a s a i n t who brought f e r t i l i t y as 

he b r o u g h t t h e g o s p e l . The same p a i r o f s t o r i e s i l l u s t r a t e s 

a n o ther o f Propp's p o i n t s - t h a t t h e sequence o f f u n c t i o n s 

remains t h e same. 2 0 W i l f r i d , i n bo t h accounts, a r r i v e s i n a 

pla c e where he has no e c c l e s i a s t i c a l a u t h o r i t y , i s welcomed 

by t h e l o c a l r u l e r , preaches t o t h e people who a r e 

c o n v e r t e d and b a p t i z e d , and p r o v i d e s an i n c r e a s e i n produce 

and a m a r v e l l o u s c a t c h o f f i s h . I n t h i s p a r t i c u l a r s t o r y , 

i t c o u l d be argued t h a t t h e r e i s some u n c e r t a i n t y about t h e 

sequence; were t h e people c o n v e r t e d b e f o r e W i l f r i d caused 

t h e i n c r e a s e i n h a r v e s t s (as Bede seems t o s u g g e s t ) , as a 

r e s u l t o f t h e m i r a c l e (as Stephen may i m p l y ) , o r 

s i m u l t a n e o u s l y (as might be understood from b o t h s t o r i e s ) ? 

The d i f f e r e n c e may s i m p l y r e f l e c t what t h e e d i t o r (Bede or 

Stephen) has chosen t o do w i t h an o r a l t r a d i t i o n . 

Propp's t h e o r y was d e v i s e d i n r e l a t i o n t o f o l k l o r e , i n 

p a r t i c u l a r , Russian f a i r y t a l e s . I n h i s l a t e r w o r k , 2 1 he 

argued t h a t t h e wonder t a l e (which he i d e n t i f i e d as a 

c e r t a i n c l a s s o f f o l k l o r e ) r e p l i c a t e d many o f t h e f e a t u r e s 

o f t h e f o l k t a l e , 2 2 and t h a t such t a l e s were t r a n s f e r a b l e 2 3 

(as had happened w i t h some, he b e l i e v e d , from pagan god t o 

C h r i s t i a n s a i n t ) . 2 4 I n a sense, t h e wonder t a l e d i f f e r s 
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from o t h e r f o l k l o r e ; every s t o r y i s an i d e o l o g i c a l 

phenomenon, t h a t i s t o say, i t r e f l e c t s t h e w o r l d as i t 

e x i s t s i n t h e mind o f t h e t e l l e r . Wonder t a l e s d i s p l a y t h a t 

element more s t r o n g l y , because t h e y belong t o a s i t u a t i o n 

i n which c u l t and r i t u a l encourage s t o r i e s t o be 

i m i t a t e d , 2 5 not s i m p l y i n o r d e r f o r one s a i n t / g o d t o s t e a l 

t h e c l o t h e s o f a n o t h e r , but because t h e u n d e r l y i n g 

s p i r i t u a l t r u t h was o f v a l u e t o t h e community i n which a 

s t o r y was r e p r o d u c e d . 2 6 Of course, t h e r e i s a danger o f 

c i r c u l a r i t y here, and i t i s not t h e purpose of t h i s t h e s i s 

t o argue f o r t h e w h o l e s a l e a d o p t i o n o f Propp's views. 

However, t h e t h e o r y does seem t o f i t t h e case i n some 

i n s t a n c e s . 2 7 

A d i f f e r e n t approach t o t h e s u b j e c t i s t h a t e x p l o r e d 

by C a t h e r i n e C u b i t t i n a r e c e n t paper on 'Memory and 

N a r r a t i v e i n t h e C u l t o f Anglo-Saxon s a i n t s ' . 2 8 She draws 

on t h e work o f a p s y c h o l o g i s t o f memory, B a r t l e t t , and a 

s o c i o l o g i s t , Maurice Halbwachs, t o show how ' c o l l e c t i v e 

memory' was a v i t a l element i n t h e c o l l e c t i o n and 

r e c o n s t r u c t i o n o f t h e s t o r i e s which made up a s a i n t ' s 

memory. I n t e r e s t i n g l y , t h r e e o f t h e works t h a t she c i t e s as 

be i n g examples o f 'shared memory' are t h e Vita Ceolfridi, 

t h e Historia Abbatum, and A e t h e l w u l f ' s De Abbatibus, which 

are a l l n o t a b l e f o r t h e absence, or near absence, o f 

m i r a c l e s t o r i e s . C u b i t t argues t h a t w i t h i n monastic 

communities t h e r e was a process by which t h e c o l l e c t i v e 

memory shaped t h e s t o r i e s , perhaps i n f l u e n c e d by t h e use o f 
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r e a d i n g s from monastic vitae w i t h i n t h e o f f i c e o r i n t h e 

r e f e c t o r y . I n t h i s we are c l o s e r t o t h e s o r t o f o r a l 

t r a d i t i o n t h e o r y which u n d e r l a y much New Testament 

s c h o l a r s h i p e a r l i e r i n t h i s c e n t u r y - t h e form c r i t i c a l 

s t u d i e s o f Bultmann, Koch, and o t h e r s , 2 9 who argued t h a t 

t h e e a r l i e s t C h r i s t i a n s p r e s e r v e d t h e s a y i n g s and a c t i o n s 

o f Jesus w i t h i n t h e i r communities, and t h a t t h e names by 

which t h e gospels are now known r e f e r not t o i n d i v i d u a l s 

c a l l e d Matthew, Mark, Luke, o r John, but t o s c h o o l s . These 

schoo l s would t e l l and r e t e l l t h e i r memories i n t h e form o f 

s h o r t n a r r a t i v e s (pericopae) perhaps r e s h a p i n g t h e m a t e r i a l 

around an e v e n t , a p l a c e , or a wel1-remembered logion.30 I n 

much t h e same way, C u b i t t sees t h e Anonymous Vita Cuthberti 

as b e i n g shaped by t h e community a t Melrose (and l a t e r by 

t h a t a t L i n d i s f a r n e ) , so t h a t i t became ' t h e i r l i f e 1 . She 

p o i n t s t o t h e way i n which much o f t h e m a t e r i a l seems t o 

have o r i g i n a t e d around Melrose, and argues t h a t 

g e o g r a p h i c a l or t o p o l o g i c a l f e a t u r e s p r o v i d e d f o c i f o r t h e 

community memory. Her o b j e c t i o n t o t h e d e s c r i p t i o n o f o r a l 

t r a d i t i o n o f f e r e d by Propp i s t h a t i t w i l l not f i t t h e 

c o n s t r a i n t s on c o n v e r s a t i o n which e x i s t e d w i t h i n t h e w a l l s 

o f a monastery. 

But what evidence i s t h e r e o f t h e s e c o n s t r a i n t s on 

c o n v e r s a t i o n ? The Regula Benedictina suggests t h a t t h e norm 

w i t h i n t h e monastery should be s i l e n c e , 3 1 but o n l y 

p r o s c r i b e s t a l k i n g a f t e r c o m p l i n e , and e x p r e s s l y f o r b i d s 

o n l y 1 s c u r r i 1 i t a t e s v e r o v e l v e r b a o t i o s a e t r i s u m 

Chapter Three. 



169 

m o v e n t i a ' ; 3 2 a l t h o u g h i t i s c l e a r ( f r o m t h e e x i s t e n c e o f an 

e a r l y m a n u s c r i p t from W o r c e s t e r ) 3 3 t h a t t h e Rule was known 

i n England by about 700, we cannot be c e r t a i n which p a r t s 

were o b s e r v e d . 3 4 The Rule a l s o makes a v i r t u e o f t h e 

stabilitas o f t h e monk, 3 5 which would make t h e idea o f 

monks v e n t u r i n g f o r t h t o admire t h e topography round which 

s t o r i e s were woven no more l i k e l y t han ( i f t h e Rule were so 

i n t e r p r e t e d and s t r i c t l y observed) t h e casual exchange o f 

anecdotes. However, i t i s c l e a r t h a t t h e r e were 

p o s s i b i l i t i e s f o r such an exchange o f t r a v e l l e r s ' t a l e s and 

re m i n i s c e n c e s , whatever t h e monastic r u l e was. That these 

c o n v e r s a t i o n s were s e r i o u s need not be doubted, and t h e 

w i t n e s s t o i t t h a t we have seems t o suggest t h a t i t was 

conducted between r e s i d e n t and v i s i t o r i n a monastery. 

There are s e v e r a l examples: Bede's l e t t e r t o Ecgbert 

i m p l i e s t h a t t h e y had l e n g t h y d i s c u s s i o n s w h i l s t Bede was 

v i s i t i n g t h a t m o n a s t e r y . 3 6 F e l i x r e c o r d s t h a t G u t h l a c had 

v i s i t o r s , such as t h e unnamed abbot, who 'ut a d s o l e b a t , ad 

v e r b o c i n i u m p r a e f a t i v i r i d e v e n i r e p r o p o s u i t ' . 3 7 H e r e b e r t 

was accustomed t o v i s i t C u t h b e r t i n o r d e r t o h o l d 

' c o n l o q u i u r n ' ; 3 8 A e l f f l a e d and C u t h b e r t were a p p a r e n t l y b o t h 

f r e e t o j o u r n e y t o Coquet I s l a n d f o r d i s c u s s i o n . 3 9 F u r t h e r 

examples c o u l d be ta k e n almost a t random from t h e Historia 

Ecclesiastical i t i s c l e a r from t h e a n a l y s i s o f t h e sources 

g i v e n f o r m i r a c l e s t o r i e s t h a t many o f Bede's s t o r i e s came 

t o him by word o f m o u t h . 4 0 I f we d i s c o u n t t h e f i v e 

r e p l i c a t e d from h i s own Vita Cuthberti, t h e r e are 
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s e v e n t y - e i g h t m i r a c l e s t o r i e s i n t h e Historia. I t i s c l e a r 

t h a t i n seventeen cases, Bede was w o r k i n g from a w r i t t e n 

source. With one s t o r y , he seems t o have access t o both a 

libellus and an o r a l a c c o u n t . 4 1 There are t h i r t y s t o r i e s o f 

which we can be reasonably sure t h a t Bede r e c e i v e d h i s 

i n f o r m a t i o n by word o f mouth, and a f u r t h e r t h i r t e e n f o r 

which t h i s seems t h e more l i k e l y e x p l a n a t i o n . 4 2 Together, 

t h e y make up f i f t y - f i v e p e r c e n t o f t h e sample under 

c o n s i d e r a t i o n ; w r i t t e n sources ( o f which we can be s u r e ) 

c o n t r i b u t e o n l y t w e n t y - t w o p e r c e n t . I n o t h e r words, i t 

seems c l e a r t h a t most s t o r i e s found t h e i r way i n t o t h e 

E c c l e s i a s t i c a l H i s t o r y because someone, o f t e n more tha n one 

person, t a l k e d t o Bede about them. 

' R e l i c t o n a t a l i ' : e x i l e s and p i l g r i m s i n t h e s i x t h t o 

e i g h t h c e n t u r i e s . 

I n h i s d i s c u s s i o n o f t h e m i r a c l e s o f Oswald, t h e 

s a i n t l y k i n g o f Northumbria, Bede i n c l u d e s a s t o r y o f a man 

s u f f e r i n g from t h e p l a g u e . 4 3 The s i c k man (a monk) appealed 

t o W i l l i b r o r d t h a t he might use t h e r e l i c s o f Oswald t o 

e f f e c t a c u r e . W i l l i b r o r d p l a c e d i n water a c h i p from t h e 

stake on which t h e k i n g ' s head had been p l a c e d by Penda 

a f t e r t h e b a t t l e o f M a s e r f e l t h . The monk n o t o n l y r e c o v e r e d 

from h i s i l l n e s s , but a l s o i n c r e a s e d h i s d e v o t i o n : 'totoque 

ad Deum corde e t opere conversus, omnibus ubicumque 

p e r v e n i e b a t , clementiam p i i C o n d i t o r i s , e t f i d e l i s e i u s 

f a m u l i g l o r i a m p r a e d i c a b a t . ' Bede does not g i v e t h e name o f 
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t h e monk, and we know n o t h i n g o f h i s subsequent c a r e e r . 4 4 

But t h e phrase 'omnibus ubicumque p e r v e n i e b a t ' suggests 

t h a t he d i d not spend t h e r e s t o f h i s days c o n f i n e d t o h i s 

monastery; t h e s t o r y was spread. I t was a l s o spread by t h e 

o t h e r c h a r a c t e r i n t h e s t o r y . W i l l i b r o r d t o l d Acca, who was 

Bede's source f o r t h i s m i r a c l e . The l o c a t i o n o f t h e event 

was i n I r e l a n d , though p r e c i s e l y where i s u n s p e c i f i e d . And 

i n t h e same c h a p t e r , Bede r e c o r d s t h a t W i l l i b r o r d had 

w i t n e s s e d m i r a c l e s worked t h r o u g h t h e r e l i c s o f Oswald i n 

F r i s i a . The c l e a r i m p r e s s i o n i s g i v e n o f an exchange o f 

Oswald s t o r i e s ; t r a v e l l i n g c l e r g y would r e j o i c e t o f i n d a 

s a i n t from t h e i r own homeland c e l e b r a t e d i n a n o t h e r area, 

and would c o l l e c t and pass on anecdotes o f t h e s a i n t ' s 

posthumous deeds. 

The e l e v e n m i r a c l e s t o r i e s a s s o c i a t e d w i t h Oswald 

a f t e r h i s death are t h e l a r g e s t group r e l a t i n g t o any s a i n t 

i n c l u d e d by Bede i n t h e Historia Ecclesiastica, and show a 

wide g e o g r a p h i c a l spread o f p l a c e s where the ev e n t s are 

s a i d t o have o c c u r r e d . There a r e two s t o r i e s o f h e a l i n g s a t 

M a s e r f e l t h , a t t h e spot where Oswald was k i l l e d . 4 5 The 

l o c a t i o n o f M a s e r f e l t h remains an u n r e s o l v e d q u e s t i o n ; from 

t h e t w e l f t h c e n t u r y i t has been i d e n t i f i e d w i t h Oswestry, 

on t h e England-Wales b o r d e r . There i s good reason t o accept 

t h a t i d e n t i f i c a t i o n , a l t h o u g h o t h e r p o s s i b i l i t i e s have been 

a r g u e d . 4 6 There i s another s t o r y r e l a t e d t o t h e s i t e a t 

M a s e r f e l t h , which Bede r e c o r d s as having become a p l a c e o f 

p i l g r i m a g e , and where t h e grass was greener t h a n 
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e l s e w h e r e , 4 7 but t h e name o f t h e p l a c e where dus t c a r r i e d 

from t h e s i t e o f t h e death proved t o be u n a f f e c t e d by f i r e 

i s not g i v e n ; a l l t h a t can be s a i d i t t h a t i t was w i t h i n a 

day's j o u r n e y a t most o f t h e b a t t l e - s i t e . There are t h r e e 

s t o r i e s r e l a t i n g t o t h e t r a n s l a t i o n o f Oswald's bones 

(minus h i s head, which was kept a t L i n d i s f a r n e and h i s arms 

which were a t Bamburgh) t o Bardney i n L i n d s e y . 4 8 The 

o c c u r r e n c e o f one s t o r y i n I r e l a n d has a l r e a d y been noted, 

as has t h e comment by Acca t h a t t h e r e were s t o r i e s t o l d i n 

W i l l i b r o r d ' s monastery i n F r i s i a . The hands o f t h e k i n g 

were kept a t Bamburgh, where t h e y were p r e s e r v e d w i t h o u t 

c o r r u p t i o n i n t o Bede's own t i m e , i n accordance w i t h t h e 

prophecy o f A i d a n . 4 9 The s i t e o f Oswald's b a t t l e t o secure 

h i s t h r o n e a t H e a v e n f i e l d , where he s e t up t h e c r o s s as h i s 

s t a n d a r d , was a l s o a p l a c e renowned f o r m i r a c l e s , 5 0 and 

moss from t h a t c r o s s cured broken arm a t nearby Hexham. 5 1 

F i n a l l y , t h e r e i s a s t o r y from t h e monastery o f Selsey ( i n 

Sussex), which r e c o u n t s a boy's v i s i o n o f S a i n t Peter and 

S a i n t Paul, t h e i n t r o d u c t i o n o f masses i n honour o f Oswald, 

under whose p r o t e c t i o n t h e monastery a p p a r e n t l y was, and 

t h e p a s s i n g o f t h e plague from t h a t monastery w i t h no 

v i c t i m s o t h e r t h a n t h e v i s i o n a r y . 5 2 

Selsey was a W i l f r i d i a n f o u n d a t i o n ; t h e source o f t h i s 

l a s t s t o r y was Acca, t o whom Bede was a l s o i n d e b t e d f o r t h e 

s t o r i e s from F r i s i a , I r e l a n d and Hexham. Alan Thacker, i n a 

paper on t h e growth o f t h e c u l t o f Oswald i n England and on 

t h e c o n t i n e n t , 5 3 s p e c u l a t e s t h a t t h e a d u l a t i o n o f t h e 
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s a i n t , and t h e d i s t r i b u t i o n o f h i s r e l i c s , may have been a 

d e l i b e r a t e p o l i c y o f W i l f r i d ' s f o l l o w e r s . He suggests t h a t 

t h e reason f o r t h e i r i n v o lvement l a y i n t h e complex 

p o l i t i c a l s i t u a t i o n i n Northumbria f o l l o w i n g t h e death o f 

A l d f r i t h i n 705; W i l f r i d ' s q u a r r e l w i t h Eadwulf (whom he 

had p r e v i o u s l y s u p p o r t e d ) 5 4 l e d t o h i s a l l i a n c e w i t h Osred, 

t h e l e g i t i m a t e successor, and t h e r e f o r e w i t h t h e Oswald 

l i n e . His p r o m o t i o n o f t h e Oswald c u l t was not u n r e l a t e d t o 

h i s r e s t o r a t i o n f o l l o w i n g t h e Synod o f t h e N i d d . 5 5 

For Thacker, t h e occurrence o f Oswald m i r a c l e s over a 

wide g e o g r a p h i c a l area i s evidence o f a c o n c e r t e d p o l i c y t o 

e s t a b l i s h Oswald as t h e premier r o y a l s a i n t of England. I n 

t h e e a r l y e i g h t h c e n t u r y , t h i s development was i n i t s 

i n f a n c y . I t o r i g i n a t e d , Thacker suggests, as a s e c u l a r and 

r o y a l phenomenon, o n l y l a t e r (and, i f Bede c o r r e c t l y 

i n d i c a t e s t h e p a t t e r n of e v e n t s , somewhat r e l u c t a n t l y ) t o 

be taken over by churchmen. 5 6 His argument t h a t Bede 

depended on two groups of sources, t h e W i l f r i d i a n s and t h e 

monks o f Bardney, may suggest t h a t t h e area over which t h e 

s t o r i e s o r i g i n a t e d i s not as wide as might be i m p l i e d by 

t h e t e x t . However, Thacker's b e l i e f t h a t Bardney promoted 

t h e M a s e r f e l t h m i r a c l e s r e s t s on h i s unproven assumption 

t h a t M a s e r f e l t h was i n L i n d s e y . 5 7 Assuming M a s e r f e l t h i s i n 

Wales, t h e remarkable t h i n g about t h e s e s t o r i e s i s t h e 

number and ge o g r a p h i c range o f them, which ( i n c o r p o r a t i n g 

Anglo-Saxon, I r i s h , F r i s i a n , and B r i t i s h b e n e f i c i a r i e s ) 

c rosses a l l r a c i a l d i v i d e s . I t p o i n t s , however, t o a common 
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f e a t u r e - a monastic c i r c l e which c a r r i e d s t o r i e s f r o m one 

monastery t o ano t h e r . Thacker i s r i g h t t o note t h a t some o f 

t h e s t o r i e s , namely those r e l a t i n g t o M a s e r f e l t h , 

o r i g i n a t e d i n a n o n - e c c l e s i a s t i c a l s e t t i n g , and, which i s 

r a r e f o r i n c l u s i o n i n t h e Historia Ecclesiastica, none o f 

t h e c h a r a c t e r s i n v o l v e d was a c l e r i c . However, Bede's 

phrase t o d e s c r i b e h i s source, 'a m a j o r i b u s a u d i v i m u s ' , 5 8 

i m p l i e s t h a t t h e s t o r i e s were p r e s e r v e d w i t h i n monastic 

c i r c l e s . 5 9 

I n t h e case o f t h e Oswald s t o r i e s , i t i s m a i n l y t h e 

W i l f r i d i a n p a r u c h i a which makes up t h e c i r c l e . But W i l f r i d 

and h i s companions were not t h e o n l y c l e r i c s who t r a v e l l e d 

w i d e l y , and (no d o u b t ) conversed f r e e l y . I t seems more tha n 

l i k e l y t h a t i n t h e j o u r n e y s made between England, I r e l a n d , 

and t h e c o n t i n e n t , m i r a c l e s t o r i e s were c o l l e c t e d and 

exchanged, so t h a t t h e way i n which Bede c o l l e c t e d h i s 

m a t e r i a l , f o r example, about John o f Bev e r l e y i n 

c o n v e r s a t i o n w i t h t h e bishop's former deacon B e r t h u n , 6 0 was 

t y p i c a l o f exchanges which were t a k i n g p l a c e i n monastic 

houses a l l over Europe. That t h e r e were r e g u l a r l y t h o s e who 

came and went, and almost c e r t a i n l y s t a y e d i n r e l i g i o u s 

communities, i s beyond q u e s t i o n . W i l f r i d ' s j o u r n e y i n g i s 

w e l l r e c o r d e d . He s t a y e d i n Lyons on h i s way t o and on h i s 

r e t u r n from Rome, he was c o n s e c r a t e d t o t h e e p i s c o p a t e i n 

P a r i s , and h i s j o u r n e y t o h i s appeal i n Rome was v i a 

F r i s i a , Dagobert I I ' s t e r r i t o r y i n Eastern F r a n c i a , and 

Campania. Presumably, i t was en route t o h i s second appeal 

Chapter Three. 



175 

i n Rome t h a t he and Acca st a y e d w i t h W i l l i b r o r d i n F r i s i a 

and heard s t o r i e s o f Oswald's m i r a c l e s . 6 1 

W i l f r i d ' s excuse f o r some o f h i s t i m e i n Gaul was t h a t 

t h e r e was no p o s s i b i l i t y o f a v a l i d o r d i n a t i o n t o t h e 

e p i s c o p a t e i n B r i t a i n . 6 2 S i m i l a r l y , A u g u s t i n e seems t o have 

needed t o r e t u r n t o A r i e s t o be c o n s e c r a t e d . 6 3 T h i s was t h e 

second o f a t l e a s t t h r e e v i s i t s t o t h a t c i t y , A u g u s t i n e 

having t r a v e l l e d o r i g i n a l l y v i a t h e churches o f Gaul ( t o 

whose bishops he c a r r i e d l e t t e r s from Gregory I ) , 6 4 and 

l a t e r g o ing t h e r e a g a i n . 6 5 The l e t t e r by which we know o f 

t h a t t h i r d v i s i t r a i s e s t h e q u e s t i o n o f t h e r e l a t i o n s h i p 

between t h e churches o f Gaul and those o f E n g l a n d . 6 6 Far 

from t h e r e b e i n g any h i n t t h a t A u g u s t i n e was under t h e 

a u t h o r i t y o f any G a l l i c a n m e t r o p o l i t a n , as might be i m p l i e d 

by t h e p o l i t i c a l s i t u a t i o n , t h e church i n A r i e s i s a d v i s e d 

t o ensure t h a t i t s h o s p i t a l i t y i s p r e s e n t a b l e s h o u l d 

A u g u s t i n e v i s i t . On t h e o t h e r hand, t h e libellus 

responsionum makes i t c l e a r t h a t A u g u s t i n e ' s p o s i t i o n as 

m e t r o p o l i t a n o n l y a p p l i e d t o t h e church i n B r i t a i n . 6 7 What 

i s c l e a r i s t h a t Gregory envisaged, and A u g u s t i n e seems t o 

have had, a c l o s e w o r k i n g r e l a t i o n s h i p w i t h t h e churches i n 

Gaul, and t h a t t h e r e was f r e q u e n t c o n t a c t . I t was ad partes 

Galliae t h a t J u s t u s and M e l l i t u s f l e d from t h e p e r s e c u t i o n 

t h a t f o l l o w e d t h e death o f A e t h e l b e r h t , 6 8 and t h e canons o f 

a c o u n c i l o f P a r i s i n 614 r e c o r d t h e a t t e n d a n c e o f J u s t u s 

and o f Peter o f D o v e r . 6 9 That A u g u s t i n e found on h i s 

a r r i v a l a F r a n k i s h b i s h o p a l r e a d y a t t h e c o u r t , and t h a t he 
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was commanded by Gregory t o t a k e w i t h him i n t o Kent 'de 

gente Francorum i n t e r p r e t e s ' , suggests t h a t t h e church was 

o n l y t o b u i l d on c o n t a c t between England and Gaul t h a t was 

a l r e a d y c l o s e . 7 0 

The p o l i t i c a l r e l a t i o n s h i p o f t h e Anglo-Saxon kingdoms 

w i t h t h e i r n e ighbours on t h e c o n t i n e n t i s a complex 

q u e s t i o n , t o which t h e f u l l answer i s l i k e l y always t o 

remain somewhat opaque. 7 1 The M e r o v i n g i a n r u l e r s c l e a r l y 

b e l i e v e d t h a t t h e i r hegemony extended over Southern 

England. That i t p r e d a t e d A e t h e l b e r h t ' s m a r r i a g e t o B e r t h a 

i s i n d i c a t e d by a statement o f t h e 550s recorded by 

Precopius t h a t t h e k i n g o f t h e Franks r u l e d over 

' B r i t t i a 1 . 7 2 A c c o r d i n g t o S t e n t o n , i t i s more than l i k e l y 

t h a t t h e submission o f t h e K e n t i s h J u t e s t o F r a n k i s h r u l e 

was e n f o r c e d because o f t h e i r a s s o c i a t i o n w i t h t h e 

c o n t i n e n t a l J u t e s . Sometime a f t e r 561 C h i l p e r i c a s s e r t e d 

h i s a u t h o r i t y over t h e 'Euthiones 1 . 7 3 The m a r r i a g e a l l i a n c e 

w i t h Bertha was a d i p l o m a t i c t i e , b u t c l e a r l y i m p l i e d 

A e t h e l b e r h t 1 s i n f e r i o r i t y t o h i s (by then p r o b a b l y 

deceased) f a t h e r - i n - l a w , C h a r i b e r t ( C h i l p e r i c ' s b r o t h e r ) . 

The hegemony may not o n l y have a p p l i e d t o Kent (however 

g r e a t A e t h e l b e r h t ' s own a u t h o r i t y over h i s neighbours south 

o f t h e Humber w a s ) . 7 4 That Redwald was s u b s e r v i e n t t o 

A e t h e l b e r h t i s i m p l i e d not o n l y by Bede 1s a s s e r t i o n o f t h e 

e x t e n t o f t h e K e n t i s h k i n g ' s r u l e , 7 5 but a l s o by h i s 

h a l f - h e a r t e d acceptance of C h r i s t i a n i t y . 7 6 Redwald's son, 

S i g b e r t , bore a F r a n k i s h name, 7 7 and spent h i s e a r l y years 
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i n Gaul, i n e x i l e from h i s f a t h e r and b r o t h e r . 7 8 The i d e a 

t h a t East A n g l i a a l s o f e l l w i t h i n t h e F r a n k i s h hegemony, or 

a t t h e v e r y l e a s t was r u l e d by a k i n g , e i t h e r Redwald or 

S i g b e r t , w i t h v e r y c l o s e l i n k s w i t h t h e M e r o v i n g i a n c o u r t , 

i s r e i n f o r c e d by t h e d i s c o v e r y o f F r a n k i s h coinage i n t h e 

S u t t o n Hoo t r e a s u r e s h i p . 7 9 I t cannot be c l a i m e d t h a t 

England n o r t h o f t h e Humber was a t any stage s u b j e c t t o 

F r a n k i s h r u l e . That Edwin's sons were sent f o r s a f e t y t o 

Gaul i s s u g g e s t i v e , 8 0 but may merely i m p l y t h a t t h e 

M e r o v i n g i a n s m a i n t a i n e d a f a m i l y i n t e r e s t i n t h e 

g r a n d c h i l d r e n o f one of t h e i r p r i n c e s s e s . P a r t o f t h e 

problem i s t h a t hegemony i s a vague concept. How r i g o r o u s l y 

F r a n k i s h o v e r l o r d s h i p over any p a r t o f t h e B r i t i s h i s l e s 

was e x e r c i s e d remains unknown. 8 1 What i s o f i n t e r e s t i n t h e 

p r e s e n t d i s c u s s i o n i s t h e f a c t , r a t h e r than t h e p r e c i s e 

n a t u r e , o f t h e p o l i t i c a l c o n t a c t t h a t t h e c l a i m t o 

s u z e r a i n t y i m p l i e s , and t h e e c c l e s i a s t i c a l c o n t a c t s which 

appear t o have f o l l o w e d from i t . 

S h o r t l y a f t e r A u g u s t i n e ' s a r r i v a l i n England, t h e r e 

seems t o have been an i n c r e a s e i n F r a n k i s h m i s s i o n a r y 

a c t i v i t y , i n c l u d i n g t h e sending o f preachers t o t h e B r i t i s h 

I s l e s . A c c o r d i n g t o A l c u i n , a Frank named R i c h a r d i u s went 

from I r e l a n d as an e v a n g e l i s t ' i n u l t r a m a r i n a s B r i t a n n i a e ' , 

but we are not t o l d where or t o whom he p r e a c h e d . 8 2 B e t t e r 

documented are t h e c a r e e r s o f F e l i x and A g i l b e r t . A c c o r d i n g 

t o Bede, F e l i x came 'de Burgundiorum p a r t i b u s ' t o be 

commissioned by Honorius as e v a n g e l i s t t o , and f i r s t b i s h o p 
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o f , t h e East A n g l e s . 8 3 A c c o r d i n g t o Bede, t h e m i s s i o n i n 

East A n g l i a was F e l i x ' s own i n i t i a t i v e . S i m i l a r l y , A g i l b e r t 

appears t o have come t o t h e West Saxons w i t h o u t i n v i t a t i o n ; 
1 s p o n t e m i n i s t e r i u m p r a e d i c a n d i adsumens'. 8 4 His c a r e e r was 

l e s s happy th a n F e l i x ' s , and he was t o be r e p l a c e d by Wine. 

The problem was t h e language b a r r i e r ; A g i l b e r t , by 

n a t i o n a l i t y a Gaul, came t o England from I r e l a n d , and 

a p p a r e n t l y c o u l d not communicate w i t h t h e West Saxons. 8 5 

Wine, who had been o r d a i n e d i n Gaul, seems t o have been a 

Saxon. At l e a s t he spoke t h e language, which s a t i s f i e d 

Cenwalh, u n t i l t h e k i n g q u a r r e l l e d w i t h h i s second bishop 

a l s o . There i s a r e c u r r i n g p a t t e r n d u r i n g many phases o f 

t h e c o n v e r s i o n ; t h e r e t u r n i n g King, h a v i n g been c o n v e r t e d 

w h i l s t i n e x i l e , i n i t i a t e s t h e i n t r o d u c t i o n o f t h e 

C h r i s t i a n f a i t h amongst h i s people w i t h a i d from b i s h o p s 

from overseas. Such e x i l e s were a common f e a t u r e o f 

Anglo-Saxon p o l i t i c a l l i f e , and o f importance i n shaping 

t h e h i s t o r y o f t h e church as w e l l as t h a t o f t h e r o y a l 

f a m i l y . The r e s u l t i n g mix o f p o l i t i c a l and e c c l e s i a s t i c a l 

c o n t a c t between t h e Anglo-Saxons and n e i g h b o u r i n g kingdoms 

both w i t h i n t h e B r i t i s h I s l e s and on t h e c o n t i n e n t was a 

f e r t i l e ground f o r t h e t r a n s m i s s i o n o f m i r a c l e s t o r i e s , as 

i s i n d i c a t e d by t h e number which i n v o l v e e x i l e d a e t h e l i n g s . 

A e t h e l b a l d ' s i n v o l v e m e n t i n t h e p r o p a g a t i o n o f t h e c u l t o f 

Guthlac i s a l a t e i n s t a n c e o f t h e p a t t e r n . 8 6 The most 

famous examples are Edwin's v i s i o n , l a t e r c o n f i r m e d by 

P a u l i n u s , w h i l s t he was i n f e a r o f h i s l i f e i n East 
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A n g l i a , 8 7 and Columba's appearance t o Oswald t h e n i g h t 

b e f o r e t h e b a t t l e o f H e a v e n f i e l d . 8 8 The c o n v e r s i o n o f t h e 

E n g l i s h needs t o be understood a g a i n s t t h i s background o f 

f r e q u e n t c o n t a c t , a t t h e l e v e l o f r o y a l t y , w i t h both Gaul 

and t h e I r i s h . 

The p r e c i s e n a t u r e o f r e l a t i o n s h i p s between t h e 

Anglo-Saxon kingdoms and t h e I r i s h remains a grey area. I t 

i s c l e a r t h a t t h e r e was p a r t i c u l a r l y c l o s e c o n t a c t between 

the B e r n i c i a n s and t h e kingdom o f Dal R i a t a , p a r t o f which 

was i n I r e l a n d and p a r t i n S c o t l a n d . 8 9 W i t h i n t h e t e r r i t o r y 

o f Dal R i a t a s t o o d t h e monastery o f I o n a , but t h e 

a l l e g i a n c e o f t h a t house seems t o have remained w i t h t h e Ui 

N e i l l s , presumably t h r o u g h t h e f a m i l y t i e s o f Columba and 

succeeding a b b o t s . 9 0 D e s p i t e t h a t , t h e r e i s evidence o f 

Northumbrian patronage o f Iona, a t l e a s t up t o t h e m i d d l e 

o f t h e seventh c e n t u r y , and o f a c l o s e i n t e r e s t b e i n g t a k e n 

by t h e Iona community i n a f f a i r s i n B e r n i c i a . 9 1 Oswald was 

not t h e o n l y , nor even t h e f i r s t , N orthumbrian a e t h e l i n g t o 

have found s a n c t u a r y amongst t h e Dal R i a t a . 9 2 I t would 

appear t h a t t h e r e was l i t t l e unusual about Adomnan's v i s i t 

t o N orthumbria i n 686. He was used as an ambassador t o 

secure t h e r e l e a s e o f p r i s o n e r s c a p t u r e d by E c g f r i t h i n 

684, but t h i s was a l s o t h e o c c a s i o n on which he brought t h e 

De Locis Sanctis t o King A l d f r i t h , and, i f Bede can be 

b e l i e v e d , he must have spent some t i m e i n England l e a r n i n g 

t h e e r r o r o f h i s ways over E a s t e r . 9 3 Once a g a i n , we see a 

m i x t u r e o f e c c l e s i a s t i c a l and p o l i t i c a l concerns; i t i s 
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w o r t h a l s o n o t i n g t h a t t h e De Locis Sanctis was d e r i v e d 

from what Adomnan l e a r n e d from A r c u l f , ' G a l l i a r u m 

e p i s c o p u s ' , though, a d m i t t e d l y , A r c u l f 1 s v i s i t t o Iona was 

by a c c i d e n t r a t h e r than d e s i g n . 9 4 

Other c o n t a c t between t h e churches o f I r e l a n d and Gaul 

which has a b e a r i n g on t h e t r a n s m i s s i o n o f m i r a c l e s t o r i e s 

was by d e s i g n r a t h e r t h a n a c c i d e n t . W h i l s t A u g u s t i n e was 

making h i s way from I t a l y t o t h e B r i t i s h I s l e s , t h e gospel 

was a l s o b e i n g c a r r i e d eastward by I r i s h peregrini. The 

most famous, and t h e best documented, o f these m i s s i o n a r y 

e n t e r p r i s e s , was t h a t o f Columban, whose c o n t r o v e r s i a l 

c a r e e r r e s u l t e d i n t h e f o r m a t i o n o f a famiTia o f 

m o n a s t e r i e s , p r i n c i p a l among which were L u x e u i l , Annegray, 

F o n t a i n e s , Bobbio, St G a l l and F a r e m o u t i e r s . 9 5 That t h e r e 

were c l o s e l i n k s between t h e l a s t o f th e s e e s t a b l i s h m e n t s 

and t h e Anglo-Saxons i s c l e a r from t h e account o f t h e l i f e 

o f E a r c o n g o t a . 9 6 Another I r i s h monastery i n N e u s t r i a a t 

t h i s t i m e was Peronne, which owed i t s f o u n d a t i o n t o Fursey, 

the I r i s h m a n who s e t t l e d i n East A n g l i a and l a t e r i n Gaul. 

'Peronna S c o t t o r u m 1 seems t o have remained u n i n f l u e n c e d by 

th e Columbanian group o f h o u s e s , 9 7 as i t might appear t h e 

Columbanians were s e p a r a t e from n a t i v e G a l l i c 

m o n a s t i c i s m . 9 8 But t h e r e a r e s i g n s o f i n t e r a c t i o n , such as 

th e appointment o f A i g u l f , a p r o t e g e o f Columban, t o r e f o r m 

L e r i n s , " which had been viewed as t h e t r a i n i n g c e n t r e f o r 

monks i n s o u t h e r n Gaul, and where W i l f r i d spent some t i m e . 

With W i l f r i d we get a p i c t u r e of t h e range o f i n f l u e n c e s t o 
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which a t r a v e l l i n g c l e r i c might be exposed; he was t o be 

i n f l u e n c e d by both D a l f i n u s , 1 0 0 b r o t h e r o f Aunemundus o f 

Lyon who had l i n k s w i t h L u x e u i l , and A g i l b e r t o f P a r i s ( t h e 

former b i s h o p o f Wessex), f o r whom he spoke a t 

S t r e o n e s h a l h . 1 0 1 

I n s h o r t , t h e r e f o r e , s t o r i e s are l i k e l y t o have 

c i r c u l a t e d f r e e l y w i t h i n t h e E n g l i s h , I r i s h and F r a n k i s h 

churches. I t would be wrong, t h e r e f o r e , t o d i s c o u n t t h e 

i n f l u e n c e o f vitae or historiae w i t h which no d i r e c t 

l i t e r a r y connexion can be found i n t h e E n g l i s h works. Not 

o n l y i s i t l i k e l y t h a t E n g l i s h monks might have heard 

something o f t h e c o n t e n t o f Jonas' Vita Columbani, 

something o f t h e enormous v a r i e t y o f m i r a c l e s t o r i e s 

recorded by Gregory o f Tours may have found i t s way by word 

of mouth back t o England. I n a d d i t i o n t o t h e m i r a c l e s i n 

th e Decern libri Historiarum, Gregory w r o t e seven books 

s p e c i f i c a l l y as c o l l e c t i o n s o f m i r a c l e s - f o u r books De 

virtutibus beati Martini episcopi, t h e Liber in gloria 

Martyrum Beatorum, t h e Liber de passione et virtutibus 

Sancti Juliani martyris, and t h e Liber in gloria 

Confessorum.^02 To th e s e i s commonly added t h e Liber vitae 

Patrum, which i s no more t h a n another a n t h o l o g y o f m i r a c l e 

s t o r i e s . A c c o r d i n g t o Gregory, Gaul i n h i s t i m e was a 

r e g i o n i n which every p l a c e had i t s own m i r a c l e t r a d i t i o n s . 

For example, i n a d d i t i o n t o t h e m a t e r i a l he found i n 

S u l p i c i u s Severus (which r e l a t e d m i r a c l e s o f M a r t i n worked, 

f o r t h e most p a r t , around T o u r s ) , Gregory unearthed 
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accounts o f M a r t i n ' s w o n d e r f u l deeds i n t h e v i c i n i t y o f 

Clermont, o f S a i n t e s , o f Bordeaux, and o f L a n g r e s . 1 0 3 As 

bishop o f Tours, i t was i n Gregory's i n t e r e s t t o b u i l d up 

t h e r e p u t a t i o n o f h i s p a t r o n s a i n t , but h i s w r i t i n g may 

r e f l e c t a s o c i e t y i n which m i r a c l e s t o r i e s abounded. 

Gregory may have been s u p e r s t i t i o u s and unduly c r e d u l o u s i n 

what he r e c o r d e d , 1 0 4 but t h e r e must have been o t h e r s who 

shared h i s c r e d u l i t y , and g i v e n t h e g e o g r a p h i c a l range o f 

Gregory's m a t e r i a l , p a r t i c u l a r l y o f t h e s t o r i e s i n t h e Vita 

Pat rum, i t would n o t be a t a l l s u r p r i s i n g i f some o f i t 

were c a r r i e d a cross t h e cha n n e l . 

I t i s much more d i f f i c u l t t o d i s c u s s t h e p o s s i b i l i t y 

t h a t t h e Anglo-Saxon w r i t e r s ( o r r a c o n t e u r s ) were 

i n f l u e n c e d by I r i s h m a t e r i a l i n t h i s p e r i o d . The d a t i n g o f 

I r i s h s a i n t s ' l i v e s , abundant though t h e y are from l a t e r 

p e r i o d s , cannot be made w i t h any g r e a t c e r t a i n t y . The 

man u s c r i p t evidence makes i t d i f f i c u l t t o a s s i g n t o any 

vita a d a t e p r i o r t o t h e e l e v e n t h c e n t u r y . 1 0 5 P a r t o f t h e 

problem i s t h e l a c k o f development i n t h e genre i n I r e l a n d ; 

' s e v e n t h - c e n t u r y t e x t s a re p r a c t i c a l l y i n d i s t i n g u i s h a b l e 

from t w e l f t h - c e n t u r y o n e s . ' 1 0 6 Only t h r e e works can w i t h 

any c e r t a i n t y be dated t o t h e seventh c e n t u r y , and none 

i m m e d i a t e l y a f t e r t h a t . 1 0 7 C o g i t o s u s ' Vita Brigidae i s 

p r o b a b l y t h e e a r l i e s t s u r v i v i n g I r i s h s a i n t ' s l i f e , 1 0 8 

a l t h o u g h i t seems t o depend on e a r l i e r t r a d i t i o n s , which 

are a l s o i n an Anonymous L i f e . 1 0 9 There are a l s o two L i v e s 

of P a t r i c k , Muirchu's, which was w r i t t e n between 661 and 
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7 0 0 , 1 1 0 and t h e Collectanea o f T i r e c h a n , which must a l s o be 

dated t o about t h e same t i m e . 1 1 1 None o f th e s e l i v e s seems 

t o have had any l i t e r a r y e f f e c t on t h e Anglo-Saxon 

m a t e r i a l , and i t i s hard t o argue t h a t they r e p r e s e n t 

c o l l e c t i o n s o f o r a l t r a d i t i o n s which were known o u t s i d e o f 

I r e l a n d . I r i s h hagiography seems t o have t h r i v e d b e t t e r 

o u t s i d e o f i t s n a t i v e s o i l , a l t h o u g h i t i s a r g u a b l e i f t h e 

Vita Fursei or Jonas' Vita Columbani are ' I r i s h ' r a t h e r 

than c o n t i n e n t a l h a g i o g r a p h i e s . Adomnan, f o r h i s Vita 

Columbae, i s t h e r e f o r e accorded by a number o f h i s t o r i a n s 

' p r i d e o f p l a c e . . . among I r i s h h a g i o g r a p h e r s . ' 1 1 2 Some 

s c h o l a r s have m a i n t a i n e d t h a t t h e Vita Columbae was 

i n f l u e n t i a l i n Anglo-Saxon l i v e s , such as t h e anonymous 

Vita Cuthberti.1 1 3 However, w i t h i n t h e wide range o f 

i n f l u e n c e s and c o n t a c t s d e s c r i b e d here, i t might e q u a l l y 

w e l l be t h e case t h a t Adomnan c a r r i e d Anglo-Saxon 

t r a d i t i o n s t o Iona, r a t h e r t h a n o f f e r i n g I r i s h s t o r i e s f o r 

i m i t a t i o n i n England. That h y p o t h e s i s can be examined i n 

d e t a i 1 . 

' V i r s a n ctus i n i n s u l a commanens' : common ground between 

C u t h b e r t . G u t h l a c and Columba. 

To read e r s used t o t h e E n g l i s h hagiography r e p r e s e n t e d 

by t h e Vita Wilfridi, Vita Guthlaci, and t h e two prose 

v e r s i o n s o f t h e Vita Cuthberti, t h e r e c o r d which t h e n i n t h 

abbot o f Iona made o f t h e l i f e and deeds o f h i s f i r s t 

predecessor appears t o be a v e r y d i f f e r e n t p i e c e o f work. 
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There i s no b i o g r a p h i c a l s t r u c t u r e t o t h e work; t h e 

m i r a c l e s are not episodes w i t h i n t h e framework o f a l i f e 

s t o r y . S t r a n g e l y , f o r t h e vita of t h e f o u n d e r o f a monastic 

community, we a r e not even t o l d how or why Columba came t o 

I o n a . 1 1 4 The b i o g r a p h i c a l d e t a i l o f Adomnan's second 

p r e f a c e t o t h e work i s b a r e l y e n l a r g e d a t a l l by what 

f o l l o w s . Columba was o f noble b i r t h , and we a r e t o l d t h e 

names o f h i s p a r e n t s ; from an e a r l y age he was a p i o u s 

c h i l d , b u t i t was when he was f o r t y - o n e t h a t 'de S c o t i a ad 

B r i t t a n n i a m pro C h r i s t o p e r i g r i n a r i v o l e n s e n a v i g a v i t . ' 1 1 5 

The arrangement o f t h e work t h a t f o l l o w s i s t h e m a t i c r a t h e r 

than c h r o n o l o g i c a l . The f i r s t book, 'de p r o f e t i c i s 

r e v e l a t i o n i b u s 1, r e c o r d s i n s t a n c e s o f Columba f o r e t e l l i n g 

t h e f u t u r e or knowing about events i n f a r d i s t a n t p l a c e s 

( 1 a b a n n i s i u v e n i b i 1 i b u s . . . v e n t u r a p r a e d i c e r e , 

p r a e s e n t i b u s a b s e n t i a n u n t i a r e ' ) . 1 1 6 Book two i s i n t r o d u c e d 

as 'de v i r t u t u m m i r a c u l i s 1 and book t h r e e as 1de a n g e l i c i s 

v i s i o n i b u s ' . However, t h e d i s t i n c t i o n s a r e not m a i n t a i n e d 

w i t h any c o n s i s t e n c y , Adomnan ( o r a l a t e r s c r i b e ) n o t i n g 

t h a t m i r a c l e s are o f t e n accompanied by p r o p h e t i c 

u t t e r a n c e . 1 1 7 

However, w i t h i n t h i s unusual arrangement o f h i s 

m a t e r i a l , t h e r e i s much t o show t h a t Adomnan d i d not work 

i n i s o l a t i o n f rom o t h e r t r a d i t i o n s . Q u o t a t i o n s from, or 

a l l u s i o n s t o , t h e works o f b o t h S u l p i c i u s S e v e r u s 1 1 8 and 

Gregory I 1 1 9 have been i d e n t i f i e d by Adomnan's e d i t o r s . 

There i s a l s o a consciousness t h a t Adomnan was w r i t i n g 
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w i t h i n a b i b l i c a l t r a d i t i o n , as many o f t h e s t o r i e s have 

d i s t i n c t echoes o f t h e m i r a c l e s o f C h r i s t , 1 2 0 or o f E l i j a h 

and E l i s h a , 1 2 1 though w i t h o u t d i r e c t q u o t a t i o n s from t h e 

V u l g a t e . T h i s i s a l s o t r u e o f t h e Anglo-Saxon w o r k s , 1 2 2 and 

r e i n f o r c e s t h e s u g g e s t i o n t h a t m i r a c l e s t o r i e s were not 

w r i t t e n w i t h e a r l i e r exemplars i n f r o n t o f t h e a u t h o r , but 

t h a t h a g i o g r a p h e r s r e l i e d upon t h e i r memories f o r 

s c r i p t u r a l a l l u s i o n s . I f t h a t i s how t h e y t r e a t e d t h e 

B i b l e , which i t cannot be doubted t h a t t h e y heard as 

l e c t i o n s , i t i s not u n l i k e l y t h a t t h a t i s a l s o how th e y 

t r e a t e d t h e l i v e s o f o t h e r s a i n t s , having heard m i r a c l e 

s t o r i e s e i t h e r read a l o u d or t h r o u g h i n f o r m a l c o n v e r s a t i o n . 

Adomnan r e c o r d s i n t h e Vita Columbae t h a t he v i s i t e d 

King A l d f r i t h o f Northumbria i n 686 and again i n 6 8 8 . 1 2 3 

The work must t h e r e f o r e have been w r i t t e n some t i m e between 

688 and Adomnan 1s death i n 704. A c c o r d i n g t o t h e Historia 

Ecclesiastica, Adomnan spent v e r y l i t t l e o f t h a t t i m e i n 

I o n a , 1 2 4 where i n t e r n a l evidence suggests t h e Vita Columbae 

was w r i t t e n . 1 2 5 The i m p l i c a t i o n o f t h i s i s t h a t Adomnan 

would o n l y have been on Iona l o n g enough t o w r i t e t h e Vita 

Columbae i n 704. But Bede may have been mistaken i n h i s 

b e l i e f t h a t Adomnan spent t h e l a s t s i x t e e n years o f h i s 

l i f e t o u r i n g I r e l a n d i n a crusade f o r t h e Roman d a t i n g o f 

E a s t e r . 1 2 6 He seems o n l y t o have v i s i t e d I r e l a n d t h r e e 

t i m e s w h i l s t he was abbot o f Iona - once a f t e r h i s f i r s t 

v i s i t t o Nor t h u m b r i a , w i t h t h e r e l e a s e d c a p t i v e s , once i n 

692 a p p a r e n t l y on f a m i l y b u s i n e s s , and l a s t l y i n 697 t o 
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promote h i s law, t h e Cain Adomnain.127 T h i s p r o m u l g a t i o n 

t o o k p l a c e a t t h e Synod o f B i r r , which may be t h e occa s i o n 

t o which Adomnan r e f e r r e d i n one of h i s m i r a c l e s . He t e l l s 

how a pr a y e r t o Columba succeeded i n changing t h e d i r e c t i o n 

o f t h e wind t o enable him and h i s companions t o r e t u r n t o 

Iona 'post e v e r n i e n s i s s i n o d i c o n d i c t u m . ' 1 2 8 a phrase which 

suggests a r e c e n t meeting, o f which Adomnan expected h i s 

r e a d e r s h i p t o be aware. I f t h i s assumption i s c o r r e c t , t h e 

Vita Columbae can be dated w i t h c o n f i d e n c e t o t h e p e r i o d 

697 - 7 0 4 . 1 2 9 

The number o f m i r a c l e s t o r i e s r e l a t i n g t o Columba 

which Adomnan managed t o c o l l e c t i s f a r g r e a t e r t h a n t h a t 

i n any contemporary Anglo-Saxon works. I n c l u d i n g every 

prophecy and v i s i o n , t h e r e are an hundred and t w e n t y 

m i r a c l e s r e corded i n t h e pages o f t h e Vita Columbae. T h i s 

compares s t a r k l y w i t h t h e twenty-one i n t h e Vita Wilfridi, 

t h e t w e n t y - t h r e e i n t h e Vita Guthlaci, or t h e t h i r t y - o n e i n 

th e L i n d i s f a r n e Vita Cuthberti. Even by comparison w i t h 

some c o n t i n e n t a l models, t h e number seems l a r g e ; Gregory o f 

Tours may have p r e s e n t e d a s i m i l a r l y i m p r e s s i v e p i c t u r e o f 

M a r t i n as a p a t r o n s a i n t who c o n f i r m e d h i s p o s i t i o n by 

wo n d e r f u l deeds, b u t Adomnan, u n l i k e Gregory, depended 

l i t t l e on m i r a c l e s performed post mortem. Given t h e 

q u a n t i t y o f m a t e r i a l t h a t Iona had, i t i s not s u r p r i s i n g 

t h a t t h e r e s h o u l d be some p a r a l l e l s w i t h E n g l i s h s t o r i e s . 

But those t h a t t h e r e are bear e x a m i n a t i o n . 

The f i r s t m i r a c l e which Adomnan r e c o r d s i n f u l l i s a 
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posthumous one; on t h e eve o f t h e b a t t l e o f H e a v e n f i e l d , 

Columba appeared i n a dream t o O s w a l d : 1 3 0 

Ossvaldus.... sanctum Columbam i n v i s u v i d e t 
forma coruscantem a n g e l i c a c u i u s a l t a p r o c e r i t a s 
v e r t i c e nubes t a n g e r e v i d e b a t u r . Qui [Columba] 
... haec c o n f i r m a t o r i a c o n t u l i t verba,... d i c e n s , 
' C o n f o r t a r e e t age v i r i l i t e r . Ecce ero tecum...' 

I t i s a scene which draws, as Adomnan noted, on t h e 

encouragement o f f e r e d by God t o J o s h u a , 1 3 1 a l t h o u g h i t i s 

th e words o f t h e s a i n t r a t h e r than t h e v i s i o n which are 

drawn from t h i s source. The episode i s a l s o r e m i n i s c e n t o f 

th e c o n v e r s i o n o f C o n s t a n t i n e a t t h e M i l v i a n B r i d g e . As i n 

t h a t s t o r y , 1 3 2 t h e v i s i o n occurs t h e n i g h t b e f o r e t h e 

b a t t l e , t h e v i s i o n a r y i s t r i u m p h a n t t h e f o l l o w i n g day, and 

th e r e s u l t i s t h e c o n v e r s i o n o f t h e v i c t o r ' s army, and h i s 

realm, t o C h r i s t i a n i t y . I n t h e c o n t e x t o f t h e Vita 

Columbae, t h e s t o r y i s somewhat audacious. Oswald i s 

compared ( i m p l i c i t l y ) t o C o n s t a n t i n e : ' t o t i u s B r i t t a n n i a e 

i m p e r a t o r a deo o r d i n a t u s e s t ' . 1 3 3 Columba i s p r e s e n t e d n o t 

o n l y as t h e mouthpiece o f t h e d i v i n e w i l l , but a l s o as 

hav i n g i n f l u e n c e d t h e heavenly p l a n : 'Hac enim v i c e mihi 

dominus d o n a v i t u t hostes i n fugam v e r t a n t u r t u i . ' I t i s 

remarkable t h a t t h i s i s t h e o n l y example o f f e r e d by Adomnan 

of a m i r a c l e t h a t Columba i s supposed t o have worked on a 

number o f o c c a s i o n s . I t suggests t h a t Adomnan wanted t o 

emphasize t h e i n f l u e n c e o f Columba over E n g l i s h p o l i t i c s ; 

h i s e x a g g e r a t i o n t h a t 'nam usque i n i d t e m p o r i s t o t a i l i a 

Saxonia g e n t i l i t a t i s e t i g n o r a n t i a e t e n e b r i s o b s c u r a t a 

e r a t 1 p o i n t s t o t h e way i n which t h e monks o f Iona wanted 
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th e h i s t o r y o f t h e Anglo-Saxons t o be understood. 

A s i m i l a r s t o r y e x i s t s i n t h e Vita GuthTaci. A f t e r t h e 

s a i n t ' s death h i s f r i e n d and v i s i t o r , t h e e x i l e d a e t h e l i n g 

A e t h e l b a l d , came t o h i s tomb, and spent t h e n i g h t i n t h e 

pl a c e where he had sta y e d d u r i n g G u t h l a c ' s l i f e t i m e . As he 

f e l l a s l e e p he was g r a n t e d a v i s i o n . 

. . . E x t i m p l o beatum Guthlacum coram adstantem 
a n g e l i c o s p l e n d o r e amictum p r o s p i c i t dicentem e i : 
' N o l i t i m e r e , r o b u s t u s e s t o , q u i a Deus a d i u t o r 
t u u s e s t ; p r o p t e r e a veni ad t e , q u i a Dominus per 
i n t e r c e s s i o n e m meam e x a u d i v i t preces t u a s . ' 1 3 4 

Guthlac c o n t i n u e d t o promise t h a t A e t h e l b a l d ' s days o f 

e x i l e were near t h e i r end and t h a t he would come i n t o h i s 

kingdom w i t h i n a year. That t h e r e are d i f f e r e n c e s between 

the two s t o r i e s i s u n d e n i a b l e ; t h e c i r c u m s t a n c e s a r e not 

the same i n t h a t A e t h e l b a l d knew Gut h l a c and prayed f o r h i s 

h e l p , whereas Columba had t o t e l l Oswald who he was. But 

the s i m i l a r i t i e s a re n o t i c e a b l e - each s t o r y f e a t u r e s an 

Anglo-Saxon p r i n c e i n e x i l e , i n each t h e s a i n t appears w i t h 

a g r e a t l i g h t and i n a n g e l i c s p l e n d o u r , t h e p r i n c e i s t o l d 

t h a t he w i l l i n h e r i t h i s kingdom, and t h i s outcome i s 

a t t r i b u t e d t o t h e w i l l o f God i n response t o t h e p r a y e r s o f 

the s a i n t . F e l i x does not mention t h e Joshua s t o r y , b u t t h e 

words he a t t r i b u t e s t o Gut h l a c are c l o s e t o those o f t h e 

V u l g a t e ('esto r o b u s t u s . . . n o l i t i m e r e ' ) . Given t h e c l e a r 

p o l i t i c a l i m p l i c a t i o n s o f t h e Adomnan s t o r y , i t i s not 

unreasonable t o ask whether a s i m i l a r c l a i m were b e i n g made 

f o r t h e community o f which G u t h l a c was p a t r o n . A e l f w a l d , 

k i n g o f East A n g l i a ( t o whom t h e work i s d e d i c a t e d ) 1 3 5 i s 
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assured t h a t a l t h o u g h he may be s u b j e c t t o t h e Mercian 

A e t h e l b a l d , 1 3 6 t h e M i d l a n d e r ' s hegemony o n l y e x i s t s because 

o f t h e h i g h e r a u t h o r i t y e x e r c i s e d t h r o u g h G u t h l a c , t h e 

p a t r o n o f an East A n g l i a n s h r i n e . There i s no v e r b a l 

b o r r o w i n g i n t h e Guthlac s t o r y from Adomnan; a g a i n , i f 

t h e r e i s a l i n k i t was c r e a t e d by o r a l t r a n s m i s s i o n . 

There i s a number o f o t h e r ways i n which t h e Vita 

Guthlaci i s r e m i n i s c e n t o f Adomnan's work. Both s a i n t s are 

o f noble b i r t h (which may have been t r u e o f o t h e r s a i n t s , 

but more i s made o f i t by Adomnan and F e l i x ) . Both become, 

t o some e x t e n t , h e r m i t s , and r e c e i v e a s e r i e s o f v i s i t o r s 

i n t h e i r s o l i t u d e . Both are c r e d i t e d w i t h p r o p h e t i c or 

v i s i o n a r y powers. And t h e r e i s one o t h e r m i r a c l e a t t r i b u t e d 

t o b o t h s a i n t s - t h e a b i l i t y t o save parchment from water. 

The d e t a i l s o f t h e two s t o r i e s are so d i f f e r e n t t h a t i t i s 

u n l i k e l y t h e y bear more than a d i s t a n t r e l a t i o n s h i p t o one 

a n o t h e r . 1 3 7 But maybe i t would be wrong t o u n d e r e s t i m a t e 

t h e s i g n i f i c a n c e o f t h e s t o r y ; t o a s c h o l a r such as Adomnan 

or F e l i x , t h e l o s s o f a p i e c e o f parchment, and t h e hours 

spent w r i t i n g upon i t would be no l i g h t m a t t e r , so t h i s 

would be a m i r a c l e w o r t h y o f i m i t a t i o n . 

The comparison between Columba and C u t h b e r t i s perhaps 

more obvious t h a n t h a t w i t h G u t h l a c , and t h e m o t i v e i s 

c l e a r e r . L i n d i s f a r n e c o u l d be p e r c e i v e d as a r i v a l t o Iona 

f o r a p o s i t i o n o f primacy w i t h i n t h e N o r t h e r n Church. As 

has been shown, t h e Vita Columbae must have been w r i t t e n a t 

about t h e t i m e t h a t t h e s t o r i e s which went t o make up t h e 
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t h r e e e x t a n t L i v e s o f C u t h b e r t were b e i n g c o l l e c t e d , 

perhaps a t t h e same t i m e as t h e Vita Metrica was composed. 

So i t i s d i f f i c u l t t o e s t a b l i s h who c o p i e d whom. The more 

l i k e l y e x p l a n a t i o n i s t h a t Iona i n f l u e n c e d L i n d i s f a r n e . I n 

686, C u t h b e r t was s t i l l a l i v e . Even by 688, i t i s u n l i k e l y 

t h a t many s t o r i e s about him were c i r c u l a t i n g w i d e l y , 

whereas Adomnan may w e l l have boasted o f Columba i n 

Northumbria, perhaps a t Jarrow. The a l t e r n a t i v e h y p o t h e s i s 

cannot be d i s c o u n t e d , however. I t might be t h a t w i t h i n a 

year o f h i s d e a t h , C u t h b e r t ' s fame was a l r e a d y such t h a t 

Adomnan would have heard o f i t , and what he heard convinced 

him o f t h e need t o make t h e a c t i v i t i e s o f h i s own p a t r o n 

b e t t e r known. T h i s may be what l i e s behind t h e comment t h a t 

'minima de maximis per populos fama de eodem beato v i r o 

d e v u l g a t a d i s p e r s i t . ' 1 3 8 

L i k e G u t h l a c , both C u t h b e r t and Columba knew t h e d a t e 

o f t h e i r death some t i m e b e f o r e i t s o c c u r r e n c e . 1 3 9 T h i s was 

one o f t h e few m i r a c l e s t h a t Bede i n c l u d e d o f C u t h b e r t i n 

t h e Historia Ecclesiastica. There are t h r e e o t h e r ante 

mortem C u t h b e r t s t o r i e s i n t h i s a b r i d g e d Vita.'140 C u t h b e r t 

r i d s Fame o f t h e demons t h a t possessed i t p r i o r t o h i s 

a r r i v a l , he b r i n g s water o u t o f s t o n y ground, and he 

produces food f o r h i m s e l f i n s p i t e o f t h e g r a i n b e i n g sown 

out o f season. A l l t h r e e are achievements w i t h which 

Columba i s a l s o c r e d i t e d . C u t h b e r t ' s water m i r a c l e has 

a l r e a d y been d i s c u s s e d a t l e n g t h . 1 4 1 The Columba s t o r y i s 

n o t a b l y d i f f e r e n t . I n defence o f h i s a s s e r t i o n t h a t Columba 
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had power over t h e elements, Adomnan i n c l u d e d a s e r i e s o f 

s t o r i e s about w a t e r , one o f which concerned Columba being 

asked t o b a p t i z e a c h i l d . There b e i n g no water i n t h e 

v i c i n i t y , Columba prayed and b l e s s e d t h e face o f a rock. 

I m m e d i a t e l y , water poured o u t and t h e s a i n t performed t h e 

b a p t i s m . 1 4 2 The d e t a i l s are d i f f e r e n t from t h e C u t h b e r t 

s t o r y - t h e water i n t h i s m i r a c l e i s not f o r d r i n k i n g , 

t h e r e i s no d i g g i n g i n v o l v e d and t h e p r o d u c t i o n o f water i s 

i n s t a n t . But Adomnan 1s c o n c l u s i o n t o h i s s t o r y i s 'ubi 

hodieque f o n t i c u l u s s a n c t i nomine Columbae p o l l e n s 

c e r n i t u r ' . So b o t h s a i n t s were c r e d i t e d w i t h h a v i n g 

produced a stream which was s t i l l a v a i l a b l e . 

Bede i m m e d i a t e l y f o l l o w s h i s account o f t h e water from 

rock w i t h a s t o r y about C u t h b e r t growing b a r l e y o u t o f 

s e a s o n . 1 4 3 T h i s s t o r y seems a t f i r s t s i g h t t o make t h e same 

p o i n t as t h e p r e v i o u s one - t h a t t h e d i v i n e w i l l was made 

c l e a r and C u t h b e r t was r i g h t t o remain on Fame. I t i s 

s u r p r i s i n g , t h e r e f o r e , t h a t t h e r e s h o u l d be such 

d u p l i c a t i o n . The s t o r y can be b r i e f l y r e t o l d . C u t h b e r t had 

been p r o v i d e d w i t h seed, but h i s f i r s t a t t e m p t a t a crop 

had f a i l e d t o produce a n y t h i n g . He t h e r e f o r e asked f o r some 

b a r l e y (hordeum) from which, d e s p i t e t h e l a t e n e s s o f h i s 

sowing, he d i d grow a crop. The Columba s t o r y d i f f e r s i n 

many r e s p e c t s . 1 4 4 Columba had o r d e r e d h i s monks t o c o l l e c t 

some w a t t l e from a layman, Findchan, and i n r e t u r n t o t a k e 

s i x measures o f b a r l e y (hordeum). Findchan was p u z z l e d by 

Columba's i n s t r u c t i o n t h a t he i s t o sow t h i s g r a i n . 
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'Quomodo po s t medium esteum tempus seges seminata c o n t r a 

h u i u s naturam t e r r a e p r o f i c i e t ? 1 However, persuaded by h i s 

w i f e t o p l a n t t h e seed, he was a b l e t o h a r v e s t i t , as t h e 

s a i n t p r o p h e s i e d , i n e a r l y August. The d i f f e r e n c e s -

C u t h b e r t i s growing h i s own f o o d , whereas Columba's r o l e i s 

t o p r o v i d e t h e g r a i n and t h e a d v i c e ; Bede g i v e s us no 

p r e c i s e dates f o r t h e t i m e s o f sowing and h a r v e s t ; t h e r e i s 

no f a i l e d f i r s t a t t e m p t t o grow f o o d i n t h e Columba s t o r y -

make i t c l e a r t h a t t h e r e was no l i t e r a l c o p y i n g . But t h e 

f a c t t h a t Bede i n c l u d e d t h i s s t o r y i n t h e Historia, as he 

had i n t h e Vita Prosaica a l t h o u g h i t does not f e a t u r e i n 

t h e Anonymous L i f e , suggests t h a t i t was i m p o r t a n t t o him. 

Combined w i t h t h e water from r o c k s t o r y , t h e r e i s an 

obvious p a r a l l e l w i t h t h e book o f Exodus suggested, i n t h a t 

both f o o d and d r i n k a r e p r o v i d e d by t h e s a i n t as t h e y were 

by Moses. I t may w e l l be t h a t Bede's knowledge t h a t Columba 

was c r e d i t e d w i t h such a p a i r o f m i r a c l e s i n f l u e n c e d h i s 

judgement a t t h i s p o i n t . 

Pre-eminent de virtutum mi raculi s o f Columba, Adomnan 

pla c e d t h e c o n v e r s i o n o f water i n t o w i n e . 1 4 5 He t e l l s t h a t 

when Columba was s t i l l a deacon, he had t o a s s i s t a b i s h o p 

a t a e u c h a r i s t f o r which t h e r e was no wine. By drawing 

water from t h e w e l l and p r a y i n g over i t , Columba produced 

wine f o r t h e ceremonies. Adomnan, as i f f e a r i n g t h a t t h e 

f u l l s i g n i f i c a n c e o f t h i s s t o r y might not be grasped, t w i c e 

noted t h a t i n t h i s way t h e s a i n t i m i t a t e d t h e f i r s t m i r a c l e 

o f C h r i s t . There i s a s t o r y o f C u t h b e r t t u r n i n g water i n t o 
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wine, a l t h o u g h Bede does not i n c l u d e i t i n t h e Historia 

Ecclesiastics. I t i s a m i r a c l e t h a t appears d i f f e r e n t l y i n 

t h e t h r e e v e r s i o n s o f C u t h b e r t ' s l i f e . 1 4 6 I n bo t h t h e 

Anonymous and t h e M e t r i c a l vita, t h e deed i s o n l y mentioned 

i n t h e c o n t e x t o f t h e water m i r a c l e , and then i n a 

compressed, i f not confused, manner. Bede may have f e l t 

more keenly t h e importance o f having t h i s m i r a c l e 

e x p l i c i t l y c e l e b r a t e d i n t h e s a i n t ' s r e c o r d . Not o n l y was 

i t t h e p r o t o - m i r a c l e o f C h r i s t , 1 4 7 w i t h t h e two echoes o f 

Exodus i t completes t h e C h r i s t i a n imagery o f t h e Dominical 

sacraments - wa t e r ( o f b a p t i s m ) , bread and wine ( o f t h e 

e u c h a r i s t ) . Bede's s t o r y 1 4 8 cannot have been modelled on 

Adomnan's. I t concerns a v i s i t t o a convent where C u t h b e r t 

asked f o r water t o d r i n k , t h e water was the n t a s t e d by two 

o f t h e monks and d i s c o v e r e d t o have t h e f l a v o u r o f wine. 

Bede's source f o r t h i s s t o r y i s g i v e n as one o f t h e two 

monks i n v o l v e d , who had l a t e r been a t Wearmouth. So t h i s 

r e p r e s e n t s a Jarrow-Wearmouth t r a d i t i o n r a t h e r t h a n a 

L i n d i s f a r n e one; b u t t h a t b o t h t h e e a r l i e r l i v e s mention 

t h e a b i l i t y o f t h e s a i n t t o c o n v e r t water i n t o wine, i t i s 

perhaps s i g n i f i c a n t t h a t Bede found and used t h i s s t o r y . 

T h i s i s not t h e o n l y o c c a s i o n when Bede seems a t p a i n s 

t o make a p a r a l l e l w i t h Columba. I t i s remarkable how many 

of Bede's s t o r i e s a r e r e m i n i s c e n t , i n o u t l i n e i f not i n 

v e r b i a g e or d e t a i l , o f t h e Vita Columbae. Columba saw s o u l s 

b e i n g t a k e n up t o heaven; so d i d C u t h b e r t . 1 4 9 Columba was 

a b l e t o p r e d i c t t h e f u t u r e c a r e e r s and m i l i t a r y d e f e a t s o f 
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Kings; C u t h b e r t d i d t h e same. 1 5 0 Columba knew whether a 

b a t t l e was won or l o s t a l t h o u g h he was some d i s t a n c e away; 

the same was boasted o f C u t h b e r t . 1 5 1 Columba c o u l d cure 

i n d i v i d u a l s by b l e s s i n g bread which was mixed w i t h water 

and g i v e n t o t h e a f f l i c t e d ; c ures were e f f e c t e d i n 

p r e c i s e l y t h e same way by C u t h b e r t , though i n h i s 

a b s e n c e . 1 5 2 Columba p r e d i c t e d t h e p r o v i s i o n o f f o o d by 

m i r a c u l o u s means, and t h a t a l s o was a m i r a c l e a t t r i b u t e d t o 

C u t h b e r t . 1 5 3 Both Columba and C u t h b e r t were b e l i e v e d t o be 

able t o p r e d i c t t h e o c c u r r e n c e o f p l a g u e ; 1 5 4 l i k e Columba, 

Cut h b e r t was a b l e t o send i t e m s o f h i s t o h e l p t h o s e i n 

need, w i t h o u t needing human agency t o i n f o r m him o f t h e 

n e c e s s i t y ; 1 5 5 calm weather around b o t h Iona and L i n d i s f a r n e 

was c o r r e c t l y f o r e c a s t . 1 5 6 

I t i s worth n o t i n g t h a t most o f these s t o r i e s are 

p a r a l l e l l e d i n t h e Anonymous, and t h a t t h e remainder a r e 

mentioned i n passing by t h a t w r i t e r . 1 5 7 However, t h a t i n 

i t s e l f suggests t h a t a l t h o u g h these were L i n d i s f a r n e 

t r a d i t i o n s , i t was Bede who saw t h a t i t was i m p o r t a n t t o 

demonstrate t h a t t h e range o f C u t h b e r t ' s m i r a c u l o u s powers 

was as g r e a t as t h a t o f Columba. J-M. Pi c a r d has argued 

t h a t Adomnan w r o t e h i s Vita Columbae w i t h an Anglo-Saxon 

audience a t l e a s t p a r t l y i n m i n d . 1 5 8 He sees t h e reason as 

being t h a t t h e I r i s h Church was on t h e d e f e n s i v e a g a i n s t 

' a t t a c k s from t h e Roman m i s s i o n ' 1 5 9 and h i s d e s i r e t o 

r e s t o r e t o Iona some o f 'the p r e s t i g e t h a t i t was 

l o s i n g ' . 1 6 0 I t may a l s o have been t h a t Adomnan saw a 
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p o s s i b i l i t y t o a s s e r t a p o l i t i c a l i n f l u e n c e . A l d f r i t h , 

k i n g o f Northumbria a t t h e t i m e t h e Vita Columbae was 

w r i t t e n , had been i n e x i l e on Iona up u n t i l 6 8 5 . 1 6 1 To 

remind t h e k i n g o f t h e g r e a t n e s s o f Iona's p a t r o n s a i n t 

would be t o remind him of h i s debt t o t h a t community. I t 

was a c h a l l e n g e t h a t t hose who t r e a s u r e d t h e memory o f 

C u t h b e r t c o u l d not i g n o r e . The q u e s t i o n o f how c l o s e l y 

C u t h b e r t was i d e n t i f i e d i n t h e regime t h a t was ousted i n 

685 w i l l be d i s c u s s e d more f u l l y i n c h a p t e r f i v e . For now, 

i t i s s u f f i c i e n t merely t o wonder i f Bede was not somewhat 

di s i n g e n u o u s i n h i s d i s c u s s i o n o f Columba, when he w r o t e , 

'de c u i u s v i t a e t v e r b i s n o n n u l l a a d i s c i p u l i s e i u s 

f e r u n t u r s c r i p t a h a b e r i . Verum qualiscumque f u e r i t i p s e , 

nos hoc de i l l o c ertum tenemus, q u i a r e l i q u i t successores 

magna c o n t i n e n t i a ac d i v i n o amore r e g u l a r i q u e i n s t i t u t i o n e 

i n s i g n e s ' 1 6 2 Bede p r o b a b l y knew more about Columba than t h e 

e x c e l l e n c e o f t h e abbots who succeeded him. But i t was not 

i n h i s i n t e r e s t t o say so, i f he wanted t o t r i u m p h t h e 

cause o f C u t h b e r t . W h i l s t he appears t o have been 

d i s m i s s i v e o f what was s a i d ( ' f e r u n t u r 1 ) i t i s not u n l i k e l y 

t h a t he t o o k n o t i c e o f i t , and a l l o w e d i t t o shape h i s 

p o r t r a y a l o f t h e s a i n t o f L i n d i s f a r n e . But t h e r e was one o f 

C u t h b e r t ' s g r e a t e s t m i r a c l e s which was not r i v a l l e d on 

Iona, and t o t h a t we now t u r n . 

'Quasi adhuc v i v e r e t ' : t h e bodies t h a t d i d not r o t . 

Bede r e p o r t s t h a t e l even years a f t e r C u t h b e r t ' s d e a t h , 
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t h e monks on L i n d i s f a r n e wanted t o exhume h i s body, t o wash 

th e bones and t o rehouse them i n a more a c c e s s i b l e s h r i n e , 

presumably i n o r d e r t o a t t r a c t p i l g r i m s , r a t h e r as 

L i c h f i e l d had e s t a b l i s h e d a s h r i n e f o r C h a d . 1 6 3 Eadbert, 

t h e b i s h o p agreed t o t h i s , and commanded t h a t t h e 

t r a n s l a t i o n t a k e p l a c e on March 2 0 t h , t h e a n n i v e r s a r y o f 

C u t h b e r t ' s f i r s t b u r i a l . So t h e monks s e t about t h e i r t a s k : 

Fecerunt autem i t a , e t a p e r i e n t e s sepulchrum, 
i n v e n e r u n t corpus t o t u m , quasi adhuc v i v e r e t , 
i n t e g r u m e t f l e x i b i l i b u s artuum conpagibus multo 
d o r m i e n t i quam mortuo s i m i l i u s ; sed e t v e s t i m e n t a 
omnia, quibus indutum e r a t , non solum i n t e m e r a t a 
verum e t i a m p r i s c a n o v i t a t e e t c l a r i t u d i n e 
miranda p a r e b a n t . 1 6 4 

Bede t a k e s t h e whole o f t h i s account, v i r t u a l l y word f o r 

word, from h i s Prose L i f e ; i t i s much f u l l e r t h a n t h e b r i e f 

v e r s i o n o f f e r e d i n t h e Anonymous L i f e , t o which we s h a l l 

r e t u r n . The C u t h b e r t s t o r y , however, i s perhaps t h e wrong 

place t o begin when d i s c u s s i n g t h e m i r a c l e s o f u n c o r r u p t e d 

b o d i e s . C u t h b e r t was n e i t h e r t h e f i r s t nor t h e l a s t s a i n t 

o f whom t h i s m i r a c l e was re c o r d e d i n seventh- and 

e i g h t h - c e n t u r y England. Nor was England t h e f i r s t c o u n t r y 

i n which t h i s phenomenon was b e l i e v e d t o occur. 

C.G. Loomis s t u d i e d i n s t a n c e s o f u n c o r r u p t e d 

b o d i e s , 1 6 5 and c l a i m e d t h a t t h i s i s a common m o t i f i n b o t h 

b l a c k and w h i t e magic. I n some s o c i e t i e s t h e m i r a c l e would 

be viewed as s i n i s t e r , but i n t h e C h r i s t i a n l i t e r a t u r e o f 

e a r l y mediaeval Europe i t was c e l e b r a t e d as a s i g n o f 

s a n c t i t y . There may, Loomis conceded, be t r u t h i n some o f 

the s t o r i e s , as i t i s p o s s i b l e t h a t a form o f a d i p o c e r e i n 
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c o l d and damp p l a c e s caused t h e f l e s h t o decay much more 

s l o w l y than might o t h e r w i s e have been expected. Out o f such 

a n a t u r a l a c c i d e n t , Loomis suggested, a f o l k l o r e o f 

r e l i g i o u s s i g n i f i c a n c e was woven. W h i l s t such s t o r i e s were 

not unknown t o w r i t e r s i n c l a s s i c a l t i m e s , w i t h examples 

be i n g recorded i n Greece i n t h e second c e n t u r y , 1 6 6 i f t h e r e 

was a t r a d i t i o n by which t h e E n g l i s h church was i n f l u e n c e d , 

i t was more r e c e n t and c l o s e r t o home. Gregory o f Tours 

t e l l s a t l e a s t f o u r s t o r i e s o f corpses b e i n g found i n t a c t 

l o n g a f t e r t hey might have been expected t o r o t . U n l i k e t h e 

E n g l i s h w r i t e r s , Gregory o f f e r s a wide range o f corpse 

m i r a c l e s . There i s a dead body which s e i z e s a grave 

r o b b e r , 1 6 7 a grave on which t h e snow cannot f a l l , 1 6 8 

c o f f i n s t h a t move c l o s e r t o each o t h e r , 1 6 9 and corpses t h a t 

e m b r a c e . 1 7 0 T h i s s o r t o f p r o d i g y does not seem t o have been 

r e c o r d e d i n England; b u t two accounts t h a t Gregory g i v e s o f 

corpses being d i s c o v e r e d w i t h o u t c o r r u p t i o n may have been 

i n f 1 u e n t i a l . 

The two accounts are b o t h i n t h e Liber Vitae Patrum. 

I n t h e f i r s t , 1 7 1 Gregory t e l l s t h a t h i s g r e a t - g r a n d f a t h e r , 

Gregory o f Langres, was renowned f o r h i s h o l i n e s s , and t h a t 

many wanted t o v i s i t h i s tomb. Some t i m e a f t e r h i s death i t 

was r e a l i z e d t h a t t h e s i t e o f t h e tomb was l e s s t h a n 

i d e a l l y a c c e s s i b l e t o p i l g r i m s , so t h e b i s h o p d e c i d e d t o 

b u i l d a new apse t o t h e church i n which i t c o u l d be housed. 

At t h e t i m e o f t h e t r a n s l a t i o n , a l i t u r g i c a l o c c a s i o n f o r 

which t h e c l e r g y and a c h o i r had been g a t h e r e d , t h e l i d 
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a c c i d e n t a l l y f e l l f r o m t h e c o f f i n t o r e v e a l t h a t t h e f a c e 

o f t h e s a i n t bore no marks o f decay, and c l o s e r e x a m i n a t i o n 

r e v e a l e d t h a t t h e body and vestments were i n a s i m i l a r l y 

p r i s t i n e c o n d i t i o n . The second s t o r y concerns t h e abbot 

B r a c h i o o f M e n a t , 1 7 2 who was g r a n t e d foreknowledge o f h i s 

dea t h , and asked t h a t he should be b u r i e d a t a c e r t a i n 

p l a c e . I t t o o k two yea r s f o r an o r a t o r y t o be b u i l t on t h e 

chosen s i t e , and when t h e t r a n s l a t i o n t o o k p l a c e , i t was 

d i s c o v e r e d t h a t t h e body was s t i l l i n t a c t . So t h e r e emerges 

a p a t t e r n - an h o l y man d i e s , a d e c i s i o n i s made t o move 

t h e cadaver from i t s o r i g i n a l b u r i a l p l a c e sometime l a t e r , 

a group o f c l e r g y o r r e l i g i o u s i s i n v o l v e d i n t h e 

exhumation and r e - i n t e r m e n t , and d u r i n g t h e removal t h e 

corpse i s found t o be i n t h e same s t a t e as i t was when i t 

was b u r i e d . 

There are s i x accounts i n t h e E n g l i s h sources o f t h e 

d i s c o v e r y o f an u n c o r r u p t e d corpse. The f i r s t , 

c h r o n o l o g i c a l l y , i s Bede's account o f A e t h e l b u r h . 1 7 3 She 

became abbess o f F a r e m o u t i e r s , where she was i n v o l v e d i n 

t h e b u i l d i n g o f a new church when she d i e d . Seven years 

a f t e r her death , i t was r e s o l v e d t o abandon t h e b u i l d i n g 

p r o j e c t a l t o g e t h e r . A e t h e l b u r h was a l r e a d y i n t e r r e d i n t h e 

uncompleted c h u r c h , so i t was decided t o remove her body. 

Et a p e r i e n t e s sepulchrum e i u s , i t a intemeratum 
corpus i n v e n e r e , u t a c o r r u p t i o n e c o n c u p i s c e n t i a e 
c a r n a l i s e r a t inmune. 

The i d e a t h a t t h e m i r a c l e was a s i g n o f t h e v i r g i n i t y o f 

t h e deceased i s one which i s echoed i n t h e s t o r y o f 
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A e t h e l t h r y t h , as i t i s b r i e f l y mentioned by S t e p h e n . 1 7 4 I t 

i s once a g a i n Bede who o f f e r s a f u l l account o f t h e 

d i s c o v e r y . 1 7 5 A e t h e l t h r y t h was abbess o f Ely a t t h e t i m e o f 

her d e a t h , and was b u r i e d w i t h t h e r e s t o f t h e community. 

S i x t e e n years l a t e r , her s i s t e r and successor, Saexburh, 

decided t o g i v e t h e body a tomb i n t h e abbey chu r c h , and 

made arrangements f o r t h e removal. Bede d e s c r i b e s an 

e l a b o r a t e r i t u a l ; some s o r t o f awning was e r e c t e d over t h e 

o r i g i n a l grave, o u t s i d e of which a c h o i r s t o o d s i n g i n g . 

W i l f r i d (one o f Bede's sources f o r t h i s s t o r y ) appears t o 

have been p r e s e n t i n a l i t u r g i c a l c a p a c i t y , a l t h o u g h he had 

no a u t h o r i t y t o m i n i s t e r i n East A n g l i a . The abbess and 

those who had expected t o f i n d bones i n t h e c o f f i n 

d i s c o v e r e d a corpse f r e e from c o r r u p t i o n , which was washed 

and r e - i n t e r r e d . The s t o r y has a l l t h e elements o f a 

d e l i b e r a t e i m i t a t i o n o f one o f t h e t r a n s l a t i o n s i n Gaul. 

S u r e l y i t i s more than a c o i n c i d e n c e t h a t Saexburh and 

A e t h e l t h r y t h had a n o t h e r s i s t e r , A e t h e l b u r h . 1 7 6 

Perhaps here we can d e t e c t a m o t i v e f o r t h e r e l a t i n g 

o f t h e s e s t o r i e s . F a r e m o u t i e r s c o u l d boast a s a i n t l y 

abbess, a daughter o f Anna o f East A n g l i a , whose body was 

found f r e e o f c o r r u p t i o n ; i t would enhance t h e s t a t u s o f 

Ely i f t h e same s t o r y were heard o f i t s f o u n d e r . Maybe t h e 

C u t h b e r t s t o r y was t o l d t o p r e s e n t t h e s a i n t as a t l e a s t 

the equal o f A e t h e l t h r y t h , and L i n d i s f a r n e as a c e n t r e o f 

no l e s s i m p ortance t h a n E l y . The f u l l e s t v e r s i o n o f t h a t 

s t o r y i s i n Bede's Vita Prosaica,1 7 7 and d i f f e r s v e r y 
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l i t t l e (save f o r t h e i n c l u s i o n o f a poem) from t h a t i n t h e 

Historia. I n t h e Vita Metrical78 Bede s i m p l y r e c o r d s t h a t 

t h e t r a n s l a t i o n o c c u r r e d , and t h e u n c o r r u p t e d corpse was 

d i s c o v e r e d , and l i n k s i t t o a verse i n t h e p s a l m s , 1 7 9 'nec 

sanctum d a b i s , a l t e , tuum c o r r u p t a v i d e r e ' . 1 8 0 The 

Anonymous' account i s e q u a l l y b r i e f . 1 8 1 He speaks o f a 

c o u n c i l a t which i t was agreed t h a t t h e t r a n s l a t i o n s hould 

t a k e p l a c e , and o f t h e f i n d i n g o f t h e i n t a c t body on when 

t h e grave was opened. An i n t e r e s t i n g d i f f e r e n c e i s t h e r o l e 

o f t h e b i s h o p . A c c o r d i n g t o t h e Anonymous, t h e d e c i s i o n t o 

move t h e body was made by t h e e l d e r s ('a d e c a n i b u s ' ) , b u t 

p e r m i s s i o n was o b t a i n e d f r o m t h e bishop ('a sancto episcopo 

Eadberhto l i c e n t i a d a t a ' ) . Again, we may be d e a l i n g w i t h a 

r e c o g n i z e d l i t u r g i c a l p r a c t i c e , f o r which o f f i c i a l s a n c t i o n 

was necessary. Bede was more i n t e r e s t e d i n t h e d a t e . The 

t r a n s l a t i o n was o r d e r e d by Eadbert t o be on March 2 0 t h . 

Because t h a t d a t e was i n Lent, Eadbert was on r e t r e a t , and 

t h e r e f o r e c o u l d not be a p a r t o f t h e c e r e m o n y . 1 8 2 I t would 

appear t h a t Bede needed t o marry a t r a d i t i o n about 

Eadbert's a s c e t i c i s m w i t h t h e m i r a c l e s t o r y he had 

i n h e r i t e d . 

The o t h e r u n c o r r u p t e d corpse s t o r y i n t h e Historia 

concerns F u r s e y . 1 8 3 Bede o b t a i n e d i t from a libel 1 us about 

t h e s a i n t , which appears t o be t h e Vita Fursei,'lQ4 a l t h o u g h 

th e Bedan account i s not a v e r b a t i m copy o f t h e Vita 

v e r s i o n . 1 8 5 The d e t a i l s , however, agree. E a r c h i n w a l d , t h e 

mayor o f t h e palace i n N e u s t r i a and Fursey's p a t r o n , 
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undertook two r e b u r i a l s o f t h e s a i n t . The f i r s t t o o k p l a c e 

twenty-seven days a f t e r t h e death, when t h e new church o f 

Peronne was b u i l t . Four years l a t e r t h e body was moved t o 

another p a r t o f t h e church, and a s h r i n e c o n s t r u c t e d . On 

each o c c a s i o n t h e body was d i s c o v e r e d t o be 'immaculatum e t 

i n t e g r u m ' . 1 8 6 Again we have t h e p a t t e r n , o f a d e l i b e r a t e 

d e c i s i o n t o rehouse t h e body and t h e wonder b e i n g 

d i s c o v e r e d . And a g a i n , we a r e i n Gaul. 

Alan Thacker has p o s i t e d t h e t h e s i s t h a t t h e c u l t o f 

Guthlac e x i s t e d i n d e l i b e r a t e o p p o s i t i o n t o t h a t o f 

F u r s e y , 1 8 7 a l s o i n East A n g l i a . That F e l i x a l s o t e l l s o f an 

u n c o r r u p t e d corpse s u p p o r t s t h i s . 1 8 8 I t may a l s o be t h a t 

Crowland wanted a m i r a c l e which r i v a l l e d t h a t t o l d o f E l y , 

no g r e a t d i s t a n c e away. F e l i x a l s o r e l a t e d t h a t A e t h e l b a l d 

t h o u g h t i t w o r t h endowing t h e s h r i n e around t h e u n c o r r u p t e d 

body; Crowland seems t o have been on t h e bor d e r o f h i s 

kingdom and East A n g l i a ( o v e r which, as has been not e d , he 

cl a i m e d s u z e r a i n t y ) . The p r o x i m i t y t o t h e s i t e o f t h e 

m i r a c u l o u s d i s c o v e r y o f t h e i n t a c t body o f A e t h e l t h r y t h , 

t h e r o y a l s a i n t o f t h e East Angles, suggests t h a t p o l i t i c s 

may w e l l have had a p a r t t o p l a y i n t h e p r o m u l g a t i o n , 

perhaps even i n t h e c r e a t i o n , o f t h i s s t o r y . The account 

i t s e l f i s dependant on t h e Bede s t o r y o f C u t h b e r t f o r some 

of i t s v o c a b u l a r y . 1 8 9 But what F e l i x adds i s s i g n i f i c a n t . 

The d i s c o v e r y i s made on t h e o c c a s i o n o f t h e r e - i n t e r m e n t 

o f t h e body, a t t h e i n s t i g a t i o n o f Pega, G u t h l a c ' s 

s i ster: 1 9° 
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T r a n s a c t i s enim s e p u l t u r a e e i u s b i s s e n i s mensium 
o r b i b u s , i n m i s i t Deus i n animum s o r o r i s i p s i u s , 
u t f r a t e r n u m corpus a l i o s e p u l c h r o r e c o n d e r e t . 
A d g r e g a t i s ergo f r a t r i b u s p r e s b i t e r i s q u e , necnon 
a l i i s e c c l e s i a s t i c i s g r a d i b u s , d i e e x i t u s i p s i u s 
a p e r i e n t e s sepulchrum, i n v e n e r u n t corpus totum 
i n t e g r u m , quasi adhuc v i v e r e t . 1 9 1 

The assembly o f c l e r g y i s mentioned as i f i t i s o n l y t o be 

expected; t h e body was being moved, so i t was necessary 

t h a t t h e r e s h o u l d be an host o f monks and p r i e s t s p r e s e n t . 

There i s an a i r o f a r t i f i c e about t h i s n a r r a t i v e , as 

i f t h e d i s c o v e r y o f t h e u n c o r r u p t e d body was stage-managed 

i n some way. Did Pega a l r e a d y know t h a t t h e body o f her 

b r o t h e r c o u l d be d i s p l a y e d 'integrum' when she i n v i t e d t h e 

v a r i o u s ranks o f c l e r g y t o be p r e s e n t f o r t h e opening o f 

t h e tomb? Loomis' i d e a about a d i p o c e r e would a p p l y e q u a l l y 

t o Crowland as i t d i d t o Ely. And i t i s not i m p o s s i b l e t h a t 

t h e bodies were embalmed or t r e a t e d t o p r e v e n t decay. T h i s 

may be another way i n which t h e F r a n k i s h t r a d i t i o n s o f 

Gregory o f Tours d i s p l a y an i n f l u e n c e . Gregory t e l l s a 

s t o r y o f t h e c o f f i n o f an unknown woman. 1 9 2 The church i n 

Clermont i n which she had been b u r i e d s u f f e r e d from l a c k of 

r e p a i r , so much so t h a t a s e c t i o n o f t h e r o o f c o l l a p s e d and 

f r a c t u r e d t h e l i d o f her c o f f i n . Her body and c l o t h e s were 

r e v e a l e d t o be untouched by any decay. T h i s became a 

l o c a l l y known wonder, and many went t o view t h e s i g h t . But 

Gregory i s ( f o r him) remarkably s c e p t i c a l : ' I b e l i e v e t h a t 

she was b u r i e d i n s p i c e s ' . The p o s s i b i l i t y t h a t s a i n t s ' 

b o dies were embalmed cannot be d i s c o u n t e d ; t h e evidence 

t h a t C u t h b e r t r e a l l y was f r e e f r o m c o r r u p t i o n i n t o t h e 
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l a t e r m i d d l e ages i s c o n s i d e r a b l e , so a n a t u r a l i s t i c 

e x p l a n a t i o n i s p o s s i b l e . Whether t h e ' d i s c o v e r y ' was by 

a c c i d e n t or d e s i g n , by t h e t i m e o f Guthlac's enshrinement, 

t h e whole process had become an e s t a b l i s h e d p a r t o f t h e way 

t h a t an i n d i v i d u a l ' s s a n c t i t y was proven. David R o l l a s o n 

has s u g g e s t e d , 1 9 3 t h a t t h e m i r a c l e o f i n c o r r u p t i o n might 

not be t h e most i m p o r t a n t f e a t u r e o f some o f th e s e s t o r i e s . 

He p o i n t s t o t h e account o f t h e t r a n s l a t i o n o f t h e two 

abbots o f Monkwearmouth, S i g f r i d and E o s t e r w i n e . 1 9 4 There 

i s c l e a r l y a r i t u a l , and, as w i t h C u t h b e r t , and p o s s i b l y 

A e t h e l t h r y t h , t h e r e i s e p i s c o p a l p e r m i s s i o n and b l e s s i n g 

f o r t h e t r a n s l a t i o n , but o n l y bones, and not u n c o r r u p t e d 

b o d i e s are i n v o l v e d . However, Jarrow-Wearmouth was t o have 

i t s own undecayed corpse s t o r y . C e o l f r i d , a t t h e t i m e o f 

t h i s ceremony, was on h i s way t o Rome, but f e l l i l l and 

d i e d a t L a n g r e s . 1 9 5 A l a t e r t r a d i t i o n t e l l s t h a t h i s body 

was p r e s e r v e d u n c o r r u p t e d . Bede lamented t h e f a c t t h a t 

C e o l f r i d had d i e d and been b u r i e d on f o r e i g n s o i l , and t h a t 

some o f h i s monks had chosen t o remain w i t h h i m . 1 9 6 A l c u i n , 

however, was a b l e t o r e c o r d t h a t C e o l f r i d d i d not remain a t 

Langres: 

Cuius [ C e o l f r i d i ] corpus e r a t post tempora m u l t a 
repertum 
i n t e g r u m p e n i t u s , p atriamque exinde r e d u c t u m . 1 9 7 

Perhaps A l c u i n i s h i n t i n g t h a t t h e r e was an o t h e r f o r m a l 

ceremony o f t r a n s l a t i o n , when t h e d e c i s i o n had been t a k e n 

t o r e p a t r i a t e t h e s a i n t ' s remains. I t i s f i t t i n g t h a t i t 

sh o u l d be from Langres t h a t C e o l f r i d r e t u r n e d t o England, 
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as i t was t h e r e t h a t we heard o f t h e f i r s t i n s t a n c e o f a 

r e l i g i o u s ceremony i n which an i n t a c t corpse was 

d i s c o v e r e d . C e o l f r i d ' s l a s t j o u r n e y f o l l o w e d t h e r o u t e t h a t 

an o r a l t r a d i t i o n had t a k e n some t i m e b e f o r e him, as t h e 

l a t e s t i n s t a n c e i n a p a t t e r n o f m i r a c l e s t o r y t h a t seems t o 

have o r i g i n a t e d i n Gaul b u t become e s t a b l i s h e d , p o p u l a r , 

and t h e s u b j e c t o f i m i t a t i o n , i n England. 

'Corpusque rem a n s i t i n a n e ' : Near-death e x p e r i e n c e s . 

I n t h e f i f t h book o f t h e Historia Ecclesiastica, Bede 

re c o u n t s a s e r i e s o f e x p e r i e n c e s i n which i n d i v i d u a l s had 

been g r a n t e d knowledge o f t h e l i f e t h a t a w a i t e d them beyond 

t h e g r a v e . 1 9 8 The words w i t h which Bede i n t r o d u c e s t h e 

f i r s t o f these i n d i c a t e h i s awareness t h a t t h i s was not an 

unprecedented phenomenon: 'His temporibus miraculum 

memorabile e t ant i q u o r u m s i m i l e i n B r i t t a n i a factum 

e s t . ' 1 " To p r e c i s e l y what m i r a c l e s o f t h e a n c i e n t s Bede 

t h o u g h t t h i s one compared has been a m a t t e r o f some debate. 

McCready suggests t h a t t h e c l o s e s t c l a s s i c a l cognate i s t h e 

v i s i o n o f Thespesius as re c o r d e d by P l u t a r c h ; 2 0 0 i t i s more 

l i k e l y t h a t Bede had i n mind s t o r i e s r e c orded i n t h e 

B i b l i c a l Apocrypha, a l t h o u g h t h e r e i s none t h a t seems t o be 

f o l l o w e d c l o s e l y e i t h e r i n t h e n a r r a t i v e o f Dryhthelm's 

apparent death and r e t u r n t o l i f e , nor i n t h e d e t a i l o f h i s 

v i s i o n . T h i s i s not s u r p r i s i n g ; once a g a i n , i t demonstrates 

t h a t t o Bede and h i s c o n t e m p o r a r i e s , t h e s i m i l a r i t y o f 

m i r a c l e s t o r i e s was c o n c e i v e d i n gene r a l terms. 
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D e s p i t e b e i n g t h e l o n g e s t m i r a c l e s t o r y i n t h e 

Historia Ecclesiastica, t h e much discussed Dryhthelm s t o r y 

can be b r i e f l y summarized. One n i g h t , sometime b e f o r e 705, 

a layman l i v i n g i n Northumbria, f e l l i l l and d i e d . The 

f o l l o w i n g morning he awoke, disposed o f h i s p r o p e r t y , l e f t 

h i s w i f e and f a m i l y , and e n t e r e d t h e monastery o f Melrose, 

where he l i v e d a l i f e o f r i g o r o u s a s c e t i c i s m . He used t o 

t e l l t h a t i n t h e n i g h t he was dead he had a v i s i o n , i n 

which he w i t n e s s e d scenes i n p u r g a t o r y , i n h e l l , and i n 

p a r a d i s e . 2 0 1 He was made aware o f a f o u r t h p l a c e (heaven 

i t s e l f ) , when he was c a l l e d back and, a f t e r h i s g u i d e 

e x p l a i n e d t h e meaning o f what he had seen, he r e t u r n e d t o 

h i s body. 

Whatever Bede meant by antiquorum simile, t h e r e a r e 

o t h e r examples o f v i s i o n s o f t h e a f t e r l i f e c l o s e r t o Bede's 

own t i m e . B o n i f a c e , w r i t i n g t o Eadburh i n 716, t o l d o f a 

monk o f Wenlock who d i e d and r e t u r n e d t o l i f e . 2 0 2 T h i s 

account bears a number o f resemblances t o t h e Dryhthelm 

s t o r y ; b o t h men a p p a r e n t l y d i e and r i s e t o l i f e a g a i n , both 

t e l l o f a v i s i o n e x p e r i e n c e i n which t h e y saw h e l l , b oth 

r e p o r t t h a t t h e a f t e r l i f e has f o u r l e v e l s . D i f f e r e n t views 

have been t a k e n o f t h e r e l a t i o n s h i p between t h e Wenlock 

s t o r y and t h a t o f D r y h t h e l m , 2 0 3 w i t h some s c h o l a r s 

m a i n t a i n i n g Bede's dependence on B o n i f a c e , o t h e r s 

B o n i f a c e ' s use o f an e a r l i e r v e r s i o n o f t h e Bede s t o r y , and 

some a r g u i n g t h a t t h e d i f f e r e n c e s exclude t h e p o s s i b i l i t y 

o f any d i r e c t dependence. Bede h i m s e l f a l s o i n c l u d e d t h e 
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s t o r y o f Fursey, t a k e n from an e a r l i e r vita.204 Fursey 

r e c e i v e d t h e v i s i o n w h i l s t he was s t i l l a l i v e . U n l i k e 

Dryhthelm, he saw o n l y t h e f i r e s o f h e l l . But, a l t h o u g h 

Fursey was burned by one o f t h e f i r e s , he was not d e s t i n e d 

f o r e t e r n a l damnation, u n l i k e t h e v i s i o n a r i e s i n Bede's 

o t h e r two s t o r i e s o f t h i s t y p e . The f i r s t was a noble i n 

the s e r v i c e o f Cenred, k i n g o f M e r c i a . 2 0 5 Having l i v e d a 

f a r from exemplary l i f e , he r e f u s e d t o c o n f e s s on h i s 

deathbed, and was v i s i t e d by r e p r e s e n t a t i v e s o f b o t h heaven 

and h e l l . Each d e l e g a t i o n b r o u g h t a book, c o n t a i n i n g 

r e s p e c t i v e l y h i s good and h i s e v i l deeds, and, t h e l a t t e r 

b e i ng by f a r t h e l a r g e r , t h e man d i e d knowing where he was 

heading. The second was a monk whom Bede c l a i m e d t o have 

known, a l t h o u g h , u n u s u a l l y , Bede does not t e l l us o f which 

community he was a member. 2 0 6 Having f a i l e d t o l i v e by t h e 

r u l e , he d i e d a f t e r h a v i n g a v i s i o n o f h e l l , excommunicate, 

and was b u r i e d w i t h o u t t h e customary r i t e s . 

There i s a number o f p o i n t s t o note about these 

s t o r i e s . One i s t h a t h i s w i t n e s s e s a r e o f t h e h i g h e s t 

c a l i b r e . I n t h e case o f Fursey, Bede had t h e 77be!7us, t o 

which he r e p e a t e d l y made r e f e r e n c e , and t h e t e s t i m o n y o f a 

monk o f h i s own m o n a s t e r y . 2 0 7 W i t h Dryhthelm, a monk named 

Haemgils i s mentioned as h a v i n g spoken t o Dryhthelm, but 

Bede a l s o r e p o r t s t h a t t h e v i s i o n was r e c o u n t e d t o 

A l d f r i t h , k i n g o f N o r t h u m b r i a , and t h a t Melrose, where 

Dryhthelm 'used t o r e l a t e ' h i s v i s i o n , was t h e n governed by 

A e t h e l w o l d ( b i s h o p o f L i n d i s f a r n e a t t h e t i m e o f 
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w r i t i n g ) . 2 0 8 The v i s i o n o f t h e m i l i t a r y o f f i c e r o f Cenred 

was f i r s t t o l d t o t h e k i n g , and came t o Bede from Pehthelm, 

th e monk from Malmesbury who became b i s h o p o f W h i t h o r n . 2 0 9 

For h i s f i n a l s t o r y , Bede's o n l y source seems t o have been 

h i s own knowledge o f t h e man. For some reason, i t appears 

t h a t Bede was more t h a n u s u a l l y c a r e f u l t o make c l e a r t h a t 

what he r e l a t e d he had r e c e i v e d on t h e best a u t h o r i t y . A 

second p o i n t i s t h a t t h e d i d a c t i c purpose o f t h e s e s t o r i e s 

c o u l d not be made more obv i o u s . The s t o r y o f t h e Mercian 

concludes, 'Hanc h i s t o r i a m . . . . s i m p l i c i t e r ob salutem 

l e g e n t i u m s i v e a u d i e n t i u m narrandum esse p u t a v i . ' 2 1 0 

Dryhthelm was a p p a r e n t l y s e l e c t i v e i n those whom he would 

t e l l o f h i s v i s i o n , b u t , ' m u l t i s q u e e t verbo e t 

c o n v e r s a t i o n e s a l u t i f u i t ' , 2 1 1 which, Bede m a i n t a i n e d , was 

the reason f o r such o c c u r r e n c e s . The w o r l d l y monk's f a t e 

had become known: '[hoc e s t ] longe l a t e q u e d i f f a m a t u m 

multos ad agendam e t non d i f f e r e n d a m scelerum suorum 

paenitudinem p r o v o c a v i t ' . 2 1 2 Bede quotes Gregory t h e Great 

i n s u p p o r t o f a l l t h i s ; i t was he who had t a u g h t t h a t an 

i n d i v i d u a l might know o f t h e i r own impending damnation 'non 

pro se i s t a , c u i non p r o f u e r e , sed p r o a l i i s . . . ' 2 1 3 

That Bede had Gregory i n mind as he r e t o l d these 

s t o r i e s i s not s u r p r i s i n g . Bede c l e a r l y knew t h e f o u r t h 

book o f t h e Dialogi, which c o n t a i n s a s e r i e s o f s t o r i e s 

r e l a t i n g t o v i s i o n s , e i t h e r o f t h o s e who had d i e d , o r about 

death and t h e a f t e r l i f e . There a r e f o u r which can be 

c l a s s i f i e d as, t o use Z a l e s k i ' s phrase, ' o t h e r w o r l d 
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j o u r n e y s ' . 2 1 4 The f i r s t concerns a man named Repartus, who 

d i e d , but came back t o l i f e t o say t h a t he had seen t h e 

f i r e s o f h e l l b e i n g prepared f o r t h e l o c a l p r i e s t . 2 1 5 He 

sent word t o t h e church but was t o o l a t e as t h e c l e r i c was 

a l r e a d y dead. The second s t o r y i s t h a t o f a Spanish monk 

named Peter, who d i e d and saw t h e flames o f h e l l , b u t was 

a l l o w e d t o r e t u r n t o l i f e t o r e f o r m h i s l i f e , an 

o p p o r t u n i t y which he t o o k . 2 1 6 I m m e d i a t e l y a f t e r t h a t , 

Gregory i n c l u d e d t h e s t o r y o f Stephen, whom he and Peter 

both knew, who d i e d and found h i m s e l f a t t h e e n t r a n c e t o 

h e l l b e f o r e being s e n t back t o h i s body on t h e grounds t h a t 

he was t h e wrong S t e p h e n . 2 1 7 However, a t t h e t i m e t h a t t h i s 

happened, a s o l d i e r had a near-death e x p e r i e n c e . 2 1 8 He saw 

a b l a c k and smoking r i v e r , on one s i d e o f which was a 

b e a u t i f u l l a n d i n which houses were b e i n g b u i l t , a c c o r d i n g 

t o Gregory's i n t e r p r e t a t i o n , by t h e good deeds o f th o s e f o r 

whose e t e r n a l h a b i t a t i o n t h e y were i n t e n d e d . 2 1 9 Over t h e 

r i v e r t h e r e was a b r i d g e , and t h e s o l d i e r w i t n e s s e d Stephen 

being p u l l e d towards t h e r i v e r . The message t h a t a l l t h i s 

i s i n t e n d e d t o convey i s c l e a r enough, and i t i s r e i n f o r c e d 

by a s e r i e s o f o t h e r s t o r i e s d e s c r i b i n g ways i n which t h e 

f a t e o f t h e wicked i s made apparent j u s t b e f o r e or a f t e r 

t h e i r deaths. 

Gregory I i s not t h e o n l y c o n t i n e n t a l w r i t e r t o 

i n c l u d e t h i s s o r t o f m a t e r i a l . Gregory o f Tours r e l a t e d t h e 

s t o r y o f t h e abbot S a l v i u s , 2 2 0 who d i e d b u t r e t u r n e d t o 

l i f e w h i l s t on h i s f u n e r a l b i e r . He l a t e r t o l d h i s monks 
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t h a t he had been t a k e n up t o heaven (w h i c h he d e s c r i b e d i n 

some d e t a i l ) but was r e t u r n e d t o e a r t h i n o r d e r t o complete 

h i s l i f e ' s work. T h i s s t o r y d i f f e r s f r o m t h o s e o f Gregory I 

and Bede i n t h a t i t i s o n l y heaven t h a t S a l v i u s sees; t h e r e 

i s no c o r r e s p o n d i n g p o r t r a y a l o f i n f e r n a l t o r m e n t . I n f a c t , 

t h i s s t o r y i s c l o s e r t o some o f t h e modern 'near-death 

e x p e r i e n c e s ' , o f which r e c u r r e n t f e a t u r e s seem t o be t h a t 

t h e person v i s u a l i z e s h i m / h e r s e l f r e a c h i n g a p l a c e o f peace 

and l i g h t , 2 2 1 but i s , r e l u c t a n t l y , r e t u r n e d t o t h e b o d y . 2 2 2 

Gregory I was c l e a r l y t h e r e f o r e t h e c l o s e r p a r a l l e l , and 

perhaps t h e g r e a t e r i n f l u e n c e on t h e Anglo-Saxon w r i t e r s . 

The i d e a t h a t a v i s i o n a r y c o u l d be g r a n t e d a g l i m p s e o f 

h e l l i s something t h a t o c c u r s i n o t h e r w r i t e r s . F e l i x 

d e s c r i b e s i n d e t a i l t h e way i n which Guthlac was s e t upon 

by demons and dragged t o t h e v e r y gates o f h e l l . 2 2 3 Guthlac 

does not d i e , and t h e v i s i o n i s r e m i n i s c e n t o f t h e 

e x p e r i e n c e o f Fursey, who was defended by angels as Gut h l a c 

was defended by B a r t h o l o m e w . 2 2 4 C l e a r l y , t h e Vita Fursei 

was an i n f l u e n c e on F e l i x , as Colgrave d e m o n s t r a t e d . 2 2 5 But 

F e l i x does not borrow from t h a t l i f e , nor from any o t h e r 

t h a t has been n o t i c e d , i n h i s d e s c r i p t i o n o f G u t h l a c ' s 

t o r m e n t . I t seems t h a t when he t o l d o f t h i s e x p e r i e n c e , he 

e i t h e r chose t o use h i s own words or had an independent 

n a r r a t i v e on which t o r e l y . 

The same i s t r u e o f Bede's t r i p t y c h o f s t o r i e s i n book 

f i v e o f t h e Historia Ecclesiastica. McCready argues t h a t 

Bede was h e a v i l y i n f l u e n c e d by t h e Dialogi s t o r i e s , on 
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which he drew c r e a t i v e l y f o r t h e e d i f i c a t i o n o f h i s own 

p u b l i c . 2 2 6 He m a i n t a i n s , f o r example, a l i n k between Bede's 

s t o r y o f t h e e r r a n t monk and Gregory's case o f mistaken 

i d e n t i t y , 2 2 7 on t h e grounds t h a t b o t h v i c t i m s were 

cr a f t s m e n (Bede's monk a c a r p e n t e r , and t h e ' r i g h t Stephen 1 

a b l a c k s m i t h ) , and t h e common use o f t h e name Stephen. But 

t h e Stephen t o whom Bede r e f e r s i s t h e Stephen o f t h e A c t s 

of t h e A p o s t l e s , which, g i v e n h i s d o u b l e e x e g e t i c a l 

t r e a t m e n t o f i t , Bede knew e x t r e m e l y w e l l . He compares t h e 

v i s i o n t h a t t h e p r o t o - m a r t y r r e c e i v e d a t t h e moment o f h i s 

death o f t h o s e who were i n heaven w i t h t h e monk's 

d e s c r i p t i o n o f t h o s e Caiaphas and h i s c o - c o n s p i r a t o r s who 

were i n h e l l . 2 2 8 These seem tenuous l i n k s from which t o 

argue, as McCready does, t h a t Bede's s t o r y i s 'no more t h a n 

a p a s t i c h e o f elements drawn from t h e Dialogues'.2ZS I t i s 

more l i k e l y t h a t Bede's s t o r y r e p r e s e n t e d a genuine 

t r a d i t i o n , and t h a t i t and t h e o t h e r s i n book f i v e o f t h e 

Historia were s t o r i e s t h a t were w i d e l y t o l d i n Bede's own 

day. The p o p u l a r i t y o f such s t o r i e s c o n t i n u e d i n t o t h e 

n i n t h c e n t u r y . I n t h e De Abbatibus, A e t h e l w u l f i n c l u d e s t h e 

s t o r y of M e r h t h e o f , 2 3 0 a b r o t h e r o f h i s own house, so 

presumably he i s r e c o u n t i n g a s t o r y t h a t he has heard a t 

f i r s t hand. T h i s man d i e d , and was t a k e n b e f o r e an heavenly 

t r i b u n a l , but condemned t o h e l l on t h e grounds t h a t he had 

broken a promise t o h i s f i r s t w i f e (whom he met i n h i s 

v i s i o n ) n o t t o marry again a f t e r her d e a t h . A f t e r p l e a d i n g 

from h i s sons, he was a l l o w e d back t o e a r t h t o atone f o r 
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h i s c r i me. 2 3 1 

A l c u i n r e t o l d t h e t a l e o f Dryhthelm, which he c l e a r l y 

drew from Bede, a l t h o u g h t h e n e c e s s i t y o f r e c a s t i n g i t i n 

verse i n v o l v e d s i g n i f i c a n t changes t o t h e v o c a b u l a r y . 2 3 2 He 

a l s o i n c l u d e d a much l a t e r i n s t a n c e o f a near death 

e x p e r i e n c e , w i t h t h e s t o r y o f t h r e e v i s i o n s a s s o c i a t e d w i t h 

one iuvenis o f t h e church i n Y o r k . 2 3 3 I n t h e f i r s t , t h e man 

saw an angel w i t h a book t h a t he was a b l e t o read. I n t h e 

second, t h e man d i e d and was t a k e n i n t o heaven, where he 

met many pe o p l e , ' sed maxime sanctae i l l i u s eccles"jae 

1aetos a g n o v i t a l u m n o s . ' 2 3 4 The t h i r d v i s i o n was o f t h e 

man's de a t h , when another monk saw h i s soul c o l l e c t e d by an 

i n d i v i d u a l f rom heaven i n a s h i n i n g garment. There are 

s e v e r a l p o i n t s o f i n t e r e s t i n t h i s n a r r a t i v e . One i s t h a t 

i t reminds us t h a t t h e v i s i o n s o f t h e a f t e r l i f e were, t o 

w r i t e r s o f t h e e i g h t h and n i n t h c e n t u r y , o n l y a few o f a 

much l a r g e r number o f m i r a c l e s a s s o c i a t e d w i t h death, 

d y i n g , heaven and h e l l . I n a sense, t h e s t o r y o f t h e thane 

of Cenred i s not a near-death e x p e r i e n c e as t h e o t h e r s a r e . 

I t i s more t h e c o r r e s p o n d i n g m i r a c l e t o t h e s t o r y o f t h e 

men i n w h i t e who went t o B r i e t o c o l l e c t E a r c o n g o t a , 2 3 5 or 

t h a t o f Chad's v i s i t o r s a week b e f o r e h i s d e a t h . 2 3 6 These 

s t o r i e s have numerous p a r a l l e l s i n t h e Anglo-Saxon 

l i t e r a t u r e and elsewhere. They show, not so much t h e 

i n f l u e n c e o f any e a r l i e r h a g i o g r a p h e r , but t h e s t a t e o f 

mind i n a s o c i e t y i n which heaven and h e l l were understood 

as p r o x i m a t e r e a l i t i e s and were much d i s c u s s e d . The q u a l i t y 
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o f w i t n e s s e s o f f e r e d by Bede f o r h i s s t o r i e s 2 3 7 suggests 

v e r y s t r o n g l y t h a t Bede b e l i e v e d what he was r e l a t i n g t o be 

t r u e , and expected h i s audience t o share t h a t a t t i t u d e . 

I t would appear t h a t t h a t was t h e case f o r most, i f 

not a l l , o f t h e m i r a c l e s t o r i e s under d i s c u s s i o n . That some 

of t h e s t o r i e s were s i m i l a r t o those t o l d o f o t h e r s i n 

o t h e r p l a c e s cannot be den i e d , b u t i t s s i g n i f i c a n c e s h o u l d 

not be o v e r - e s t i m a t e d . Behind t h e s t o r i e s c l e a r l y l i e s a 

form o f o r a l t r a n s m i s s i o n which caused t h e g r e a t deeds o f 

th e s a i n t s t o be w i d e l y known. With t h e i n s t a n c e s o f 

u n c o r r u p t e d corpses i t may w e l l be t h a t t h i s i n t e r c h a n g e o f 

s t o r i e s was a f a c t o r i n t h e development o f a p a t t e r n o f 

c u l t i c b e h a v i o u r , and i t may a l s o be t h a t t o know o f t h e 

hero o f one monastery p e r f o r m i n g a m i r a c l e was a spur t o 

tho s e i n another p l a c e t o r e c o r d t h e same o f t h e i r own 

s a i n t . That does not mean t h a t , f o r example, o n l y C u t h b e r t 

or Columba grew c o r n o u t o f season and t h e o t h e r s t o r y was 

f a b r i c a t e d ; but i t does mean t h a t t h e p a r t s o f a s a i n t ' s 

b i o g r a p h y most l i k e l y t o be remembered were t h o s e which 

c o u l d be o f f e r e d i n p a r a l l e l t o another. That s t o r i e s were 

reco r d e d , and perhaps even shaped, t o t h a t end, does not 

mean t h a t t h e y were f a b r i c a t e d . 

However, two o f t h e n i n t h - c e n t u r y s t o r i e s do l o o k l i k e 

f a b r i c a t i o n s . A l c u i n ' s account o f t h e young man o f York 

seems t o be i n t e n d e d t o serve a purpose w i t h i n t h e poem, as 

a c l o s i n g assurance o f t h e p i e t y o f t h e s a i n t s o f York and 

t h e i r p l a c e i n h e a v e n . 2 3 8 I t s p o s i t i o n a t t h e v e r y end o f 
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t h e work i s s i g n i f i c a n t . Much t h e same p o i n t can be made 

about t h e dream o f A e t h e l w u l f i n De Abbatibus.239 I n h i s 

dream, t h e poet r e c o u n t s t h a t he saw i n t o heaven (wh i c h he 

d e s c r i b e s w i t h imagery drawn from t h e B i b l i c a l books o f 

E z e k i e l and R e v e l a t i o n ) and met t h e r e h i s d i s t i n g u i s h e d 

t e a c h e r s . I t seems l i k e l y t h a t t h e s e a r e a r t i s t i c 

a r t i f i c e s , perhaps not even i n t e n d e d t o be b e l i e v e d 

l i t e r a l l y , but c r e a t e d t o s t r e n g t h e n t h e c r e d i b i l i t y o f 

t h a t which has gone b e f o r e . The w r i t e r s are making 

t h e o l o g i c a l p o i n t s - t h a t t h e h o l y men o f t h e i r churches 

ar e now w o r s h i p p i n g i n heaven and c o n t i n u i n g t o c a r e f o r 

tho s e who have ta k e n t h e i r p l a c e s . I f t h a t be t h e case, i t 

r a i s e s t h e q u e s t i o n o f how any o f t h e s e s t o r i e s o f v i s i o n s 

i s t o be underst o o d , and what p l a c e t h e y have i n works o f 

h i s t o r y ? I t i s t h i s t e n s i o n between h i s t o r i c a l and 

t h e o l o g i c a l meaning which w i l l be e x p l o r e d i n t h e next two 

c h a p t e r s . I n c h a p t e r f o u r , t h e s p i r i t u a l s i g n i f i c a n c e o f 

m i r a c l e s t o r i e s w i l l be examined; what were t h e t h e o l o g i c a l 

u n d e r s t a n d i n g s t h a t w r i t e r s expected t h e i r audiences t o 

share and t o which t h e y wanted t o c o n t r i b u t e by t h e use o f 

m i r a c l e s t o r i e s ? And t h e n , i n c h a p t e r f i v e , q u e s t i o n s o f 

h i s t o r i c a l v e r a c i t y and b i a s w i l l be addressed, and 

c o n s i d e r a t i o n w i l l be g i v e n t o t h e way i n which t h e m i r a c l e 

s t o r i e s helped t o shape t h e p i c t u r e t h a t w r i t e r s gave t h e i r 

c o n t e m p o r a r i e s , and us, o f t h e i r own r e c e n t p a s t . 
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t r a n s l a t i n g I s i d o r e i n t o E n g l i s h i m p l i e s t h a t Bede t a u g h t 
i n t h e v e r n a c u l a r . 

1 4 . Green, op.cit., pp.5-7. 
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Chapter Four 

I n t e r i o r i b u s b o n i s e t e x t e r i o r i b u s c a e l e s t i g r a t i a d i t a s s e : 

t h e t h e o l o g i c a l c o n t e n t o f t h e m i r a c l e s t o r i e s . 

Bede, t e l l i n g t h e s t o r y o f Dryhthelm, and B o n i f a c e , 

r e l a t i n g t h a t o f t h e monk o f Wenlock, were not o n l y 

r e c o r d i n g , f o r t h e i r c o n t e m p o r a r i e s or f o r p o s t e r i t y , t h e 

d e t a i l s o f an event which t h e y t h o u g h t o f i n t e r e s t and 

b e l i e v e d had happened, but a l s o , making an i m p l i c i t 

t h e o l o g i c a l s t a t e m e n t , t h a t t h e y b e l i e v e d t h a t t h e 

consequence o f t h e way a person l i v e d h i s or her l i f e was 

e x i s t e n c e a f t e r death i n one o f f o u r p l a c e s . H e l l , 

p u r g a t o r y , p a r a d i s e , and heaven are a l l t h e o l o g i c a l 

c o n c e p t s , 1 as a r e judgement, punishment, and reward. That 

much i s ob v i o u s . What i s more, t h e r e i s an e v a n g e l i s t i c 

impulse u n d e r l y i n g these and s i m i l a r s t o r i e s ; t h e y were 

recorded and r e t o l d t o d i s s e m i n a t e some d o c t r i n a l t e a c h i n g , 

not t o propagate academic t h e o l o g y but t o make more w i d e l y 

known t h e b e l i e f o f t h e church t h a t w i t h o u t repentance 

t h e r e was no hope o f heaven. I t i s p o s s i b l e t o argue t h a t 

t h e purpose o f some o t h e r m i r a c l e s t o r i e s was d i d a c t i c i n 

t h a t sense, a l t h o u g h w i t h many i t i s c l e a r t h a t t h e r e was 

no such impulse, but i t i s u n i v e r s a l l y t r u e t h a t t o r e c o r d 

any m i r a c l e s t o r y i s t o make a t h e o l o g i c a l s t a t e m e n t . The 

w r i t e r says, i n e f f e c t , ' I b e l i e v e t h a t i n a p e c u l i a r or 

unusual way, t h e hidden t h i n g s o f God were r e v e a l e d t h r o u g h 
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t h i s episode.' T h i s c h a p t e r endeavours t o e x p l o r e t h e 

t h e o l o g i c a l c o n t e n t o f t h e m i r a c l e s t o r i e s under 

c o n s i d e r a t i o n . F i r s t l y , some a t t e m p t i s made t o s k e t c h i n 

t h e t h e o l o g i c a l background. There i s no such t h i n g as a 

s y s t e m a t i c t h e o l o g y from Anglo-Saxon England, not because 

none has s u r v i v e d so much as because t h e concept i s 

a n a c h r o n i s t i c . But we can p l a c e t h e b e l i e f s o f t h e 

Anglo-Saxon a u t h o r s i n t h e i r h i s t o r i c a l c o n t e x t , and then 

s e t t h e m i r a c l e s t o r i e s a g a i n s t t h e t h e o l o g i c a l environment 

o f which we know. F i v e groups o f s t o r i e s w i l l be examined, 

a c c o r d i n g t o t h e area o f d o c t r i n a l b e l i e f t h a t t h e y 

r e f l e c t . S t o r i e s d e m o n s t r a t i n g concern w i t h t h e a f t e r l i f e 

form t h e f i r s t group. M i r a c l e s d i s p l a y i n g h i n t s o f 

sacramental t h e o l o g y are examined n e x t , and then t h o s e 

which i n v o l v e a b e l i e f i n p r a y e r o r i n ' s a c r a m e n t a l s 1 . 2 The 

f o u r t h group c o n s i s t s o f m i r a c l e s which i n v o l v e t h e use o f 

r e l i c s , and f i n a l l y , t h e d o c t r i n e o f e l e c t i o n i s c o n s i d e r e d 

i n r e l a t i o n t o those s t o r i e s which most c l e a r l y h i n t a t i t . 

' P a r i t e r t r a c t a n t e s f i d e m rectam e t orthodoxam exposuimus': 

Bede and t h e o r t h o d o x y o f t h e Anglo-Saxon Church. 

P l u r i m a q u a p r o p t e r p r a e c l a r u s opuscula d o c t o r 
e d i d i t , explanans obscura volumina sanctae 
S c r i p t u r a e . 3 

Thus A l c u i n begins h i s t r i b u t e t o Bede, p l a c i n g t h e Jarrow 

monk's t h e o l o g i c a l works a t t h e head of h i s achievements, 

i n much t h e same way as Bede had seen h i m s e l f as p r i m a r i l y 

Chapter Four 



229 

a B i b l i c a l s c h o l a r . 4 The s u r v i v a l o f so many o f h i s 

e x e g e t i c a l works s t r o n g l y suggests t h a t A l c u i n ' s 

c o n t e m p o r a r i e s shared h i s view o f t h e Jarrow s c h o l a r ] a l l 

t h e commentaries l i s t e d i n t h e l a s t c h a p t e r o f t h e Historia 

Ecclesiastica are e x t a n t ( o n l y t h e ' c a p i t u l a l e c t i o n u m ' , 

whatever t h e y were, a r e l o s t ) . T h i s almost complete 

c o l l e c t i o n c o n t r a s t s s h a r p l y w i t h t h e l a c k o f t h e o l o g i c a l 

work from o t h e r s c h o l a r s o r schools i n Anglo-Saxon England. 

The works o f Aldhelm, w h i l s t r e p l e t e w i t h B i b l i c a l 

a l l u s i o n s and grounded i n t h e o l o g i c a l i d e a s , do not i n c l u d e 

any e x e g e t i c a l t r e a t m e n t , nor any d i s c u s s i o n o f d o c t r i n e . 

N e i t h e r L i n d i s f a r n e nor S t r e o n e s h a l h has l e f t any d e t a i l o f 

t h e t h e o l o g y t a u g h t i n i t s s c h o o l . There does s u r v i v e a 

s e r i e s o f B i b l i c a l commentaries from C a n t e r b u r y , which can 

be c o n f i d e n t l y dated t o t h e p e r i o d 650-750, r e c o r d i n g some 

o f t h e e x e g e t i c a l t e a c h i n g o f Theodore and H a d r i a n . 5 These, 

however, are o f s p a r s e r d e t a i l than t h e Bede's 

commentaries, so i t remains s a f e t o conclude t h a t i f we 

need a plumb l i n e a g a i n s t which t o t e s t t h e r e c t i t u d e o f 

t h e d o c t r i n e o f a m i r a c l e s t o r y , i t i s from Bede t h e 

exegete t h a t t h e s t a n d a r d must be found. W h i l s t i t might be 

o b j e c t e d t h a t one t h e o l o g i a n seems a poor r e p r e s e n t a t i v e 

sample by which t o judge t h e b e l i e f s o f t h e age, t h e r e i s a 

number o f reasons why i t i s s a f e t o t r e a t Bede i n t h i s way. 

The f i r s t i s t h a t t h e r e was a u n i t y o f s c h o l a r s h i p i n 

Anglo-Saxon England. Not t h a t t h e works produced i n each o f 

t h e g r e a t c e n t r e s o f l e a r n i n g which s e v e n t h - and 
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e i g h t h - c e n t u r y England c o u l d boast were not v e r y d i f f e r e n t 

from each o t h e r - t h e 'hermeneutic' s t y l e and t h e p e c u l i a r 

syntax and v o c a b u l a r y adopted by Aldhelm c o n t r a s t s w i t h t h e 

l i m p i d s t y l e and c l e a r s t r u c t u r e p r e f e r r e d by Bede. 6 

S i m i l a r l y , s t u d e n t s o f p a t r i s t i c s c o n v e n t i o n a l l y f a v o u r a 

d i s t i n c t i o n between t h e A n t i o c h e n e method o f exegesis and 

t h e A l e x a n d r i a n . Whereas t h e C a n t e r b u r y commentaries adopt 

t h e f o r m e r , w i t h t h e emphasis on t h e l i t e r a l meaning o f t h e 

t e x t , 7 Bede was adept a t f i n d i n g a l l e g o r i c a l 

i n t e r p r e t a t i o n s , as h i s mentors Gregory t h e Great and 

A ugustine o f Hippo had done ( a l t h o u g h he a l s o d i s p l a y e d h i s 

i n t e r e s t i n t h e p h i l o l o g i c a l m e a n i n g ) . 8 Bede's method of 

t e x t u a l s t u d y i s d i s c u s s e d more f u l l y below. The p o i n t f o r 

now i s s i m p l y t o note t h a t t h e ( l a r g e l y Greek) e x e g e t i c a l 

method o f C a n t e r b u r y can be c o n t r a s t e d w i t h t h e ( e n t i r e l y 

L a t i n ) method used a t Jarrow-Wearmouth. 9 

These o b v i o u s d i f f e r e n c e s can b l i n d us t o t h e f a c t 

t h a t Bede was r e a l l y i n o n l y t h e second g e n e r a t i o n o f 

s c h o l a r s h i p i n t h e E n g l i s h Church. Whatever had been done 

at Malmesbury o r a t L i n d i s f a r n e under I r i s h i n f l u e n c e , t h e 

r e a l f l o w e r i n g o f l e a r n i n g seems t o have f o l l o w e d t h e 

a r r i v a l o f Theodore and Hadrian i n 670. 

Et q u i a l i t t e r i s s a c r i s s i m u l e t s a e c u l a r i b u s , u t 
d i x i m u s , abundanter ambo e r a n t i n s t r u c t i , 
c o n g regata d i s c i p u l o r u m c a t e r v a s c i e n t i a e 
s a l u t a r i s c o t i d i e f l u m i n a i n r i g a n d i s eorum 
c o r d i b u s emanabant. 

T h i s ' h a p p i e s t o f t i m e s ' had t h e r e s u l t t h a t 

quicumque l e c t i o n i b u s s a c r i s c u p e r e n t e r u d i r i , 
haberent i n promtu m a g i s t r o s qui d o c e r e n t . 1 0 
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Amongst t h o s e who t r a v e l l e d a l o n g t h i s ' r i v e r o f 

s c h o l a r s h i p ' were A l d h e l m , 1 1 Tobias o f R o c h e s t e r , 1 2 John o f 

B e v e r l e y , 1 3 O f t o r o f S t r e o n e s h a l h , 1 4 and A l b i n u s , who 

succeeded Hadrian as abbot a t C a n t e r b u r y ; 1 5 i t i s w o r t h 

remembering t h a t i t was w i t h B e n edict Biscop t h a t Hadrian 

and Theodore j o u r n e y e d t o England i n 669-70, 1 6 and no doubt 

t h e r e were o t h e r s , whose names we do not know, who l a t e r 

were r e s p o n s i b l e f o r t h e t e a c h i n g o f monks or o r d i n a n d s . 

The r e s u l t must have been t h a t t h e o r t h o d o x f a i t h , which 

Theodore was so eager t o ensure was h e l d t h r o u g h o u t t h e 

E n g l i s h C h u r c h , 1 7 was d i s s e m i n a t e d t h r o u g h a group o f 

s c h o l a r s w i t h a common l i n k t o t h e Canterbury s c h o o l . 

That suggests a second reason why Bede can be f a i r l y 

used t o r e p r e s e n t t h e b e l i e f s o f h i s day. S c h o l a r s have 

noted Bede's pa s s i o n f o r o r t h o d o x y , and t h e way i n which he 

saw h i m s e l f as a defender o f c r e d a l r e c t i t u d e a g a i n s t a l l 

manner of h e r e s y . 1 8 His Christmas Day s ermon 1 9 i s a c l a s s i c 

example o f a c e n t r a l d o c t r i n e d e f i n e d both i n terms o f 

p o s i t i v e c o n t e n t and a g a i n s t t h e h e r e s i e s which Bede 

a b h o r r e d . 2 0 I t would appear t h a t i n t h i s he was e n t i r e l y i n 

s t e p w i t h h i s c o n t e m p o r a r i e s . His r e p o r t s t h a t Theodore's 

f i r s t p r i o r i t y was t o ensure t h e o r t h o d o x y o f h i s f e l l o w 

b i s h o p s 2 1 a r e c o n f i r m e d by A l d h e l m . 2 2 Theodore, a r r i v i n g i n 

England h a v i n g p r e v i o u s l y been an ambassador i n t h e 

c o n t r o v e r s i e s which raged between Rome and 

C o n s t a n t i n o p l e , 2 3 may have w o r r i e d u n n e c e s s a r i l y , as t h e r e 

seems t o have been l i t t l e danger of any major d o c t r i n a l 
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e r r o r i n England. P e l a g i a n i s m , t h e o n l y heresy ever 

s e r i o u s l y t o have t a k e n h o l d i n B r i t a i n , was no l o n g e r a 

f o r c e ; i n In Genesim, f o r example, Bede tones down t h e 

a n t i - P e l a g i a n remarks o f h i s main source, A u g u s t i n e o f 

H i p p o . 2 4 Also i l l u m i n a t i n g i s Bede's i n t r o d u c t i o n t o h i s 

account o f t h e Synod o f H a t f i e l d , 2 5 convened by Theodore t o 

e s t a b l i s h t h e E n g l i s h Church's p o s i t i o n i n r e l a t i o n t o t h e 

ongoing d i s p u t e between t h e Greek and L a t i n Churches on t h e 

m o n o t h e l i t e c o n t r o v e r s y . 2 6 Bede, m i s u n d e r s t a n d i n g t h e 

d e t a i l o f t h e , a d m i t t e d l y h i g h l y complex, i s s u e , and not 

r e c o g n i z i n g t h e h i g h esteem i n which Theodore was h e l d as 

an a u t h o r i t y on t h e s u b j e c t , 2 7 r e c o r d s t h a t t h e synod met 

i n o r d e r t o keep t h e church c l e a r from t h e e r r o r s o f 

Eutyches, t h e p r o p a g a t o r o f t h e monophysite heresy, which 

had been condemned by t h e Tome o f Leo some two hundred 

years p r e v i o u s l y . 2 8 Bede's m i s t a k e i s another i n d i c a t i o n 

t h a t t h e d o c t r i n a l d i s p u t e s which had so t o r n a p a r t t h e 

churches o f t h e e a s t i n t h e p r e v i o u s f o u r hundred y e a r s 

were l a r g e l y unknown and i r r e l e v a n t i n England. With no 

q u e s t i o n o f dogma t o defend o r d e v i a t i o n t o r e f u t e , 

Anglo-Saxon polemic tended t o f o c u s on outward s i g n s o f 

o r t h o d o x y - t h e d a t e o f Easter or t h e shape o f t h e monastic 

t o n s u r e . 2 9 I n s h o r t , Bede stands as t h e o r t h o d o x 

r e p r e s e n t a t i v e o f a t h o r o u g h l y o r t h o d o x n a t i o n a l c h u r c h . 

A s i g n o f Bede's o r t h o d o x y i s t h e ' s t r i k i n g r a p i d i t y ' 

w i t h which h i s works were c o p i e d and c i r c u l a t e d , b o t h i n 

England and on t h e c o n t i n e n t . 3 0 A l c u i n ' s t r i b u t e t o t h e 
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' p r a e c l a r u s d o c t o r ' quoted above r e f l e c t s t h e enthusiasm 

f o r Bede's w r i t i n g s d u r i n g t h e C a r o l i n g i a n r e n a i s s a n c e , an 

enthusiasm which l a s t e d u n t i l t h e e l e v e n t h c e n t u r y . 3 1 There 

has been some s u g g e s t i o n t h a t t h i s p o p u l a r i t y abroad 

c o n t r a s t e d w i t h a l a c k o f r e s p e c t f o r Bede's s c h o l a r s h i p i n 

B r i t a i n ; R.W. Southern c l a i m e d t h a t w h i l s t Bede's works 

were used abroad d u r i n g t h e n i n t h c e n t u r y t h e y were l a r g e l y 

unknown i n England u n t i l t h e i r r e i n t r o d u c t i o n a f t e r 1 0 6 6, 3 2 

and B. C a p e l l e b e l i e v e d t h a t 'Bede etait encore pour ses 

contemporains, un i n c o n n u ' . 3 3 Whence comes t h e evidence f o r 

t h i s view i s u n c l e a r . That t h e e a r l i e s t s u r v i v i n g 

m a n u s c r i p t s o f Bede's e x e g e t i c a l works are almost e n t i r e l y 

c o n t i n e n t a l i s more a r e s u l t o f t h e t u r m o i l i n England and 

widespread d e s t r u c t i o n o f t h e mon a s t e r i e s d u r i n g t h e n i n t h 

c e n t u r y , than due t o a d e l i b e r a t e n e g l e c t o f Bede, 3 4 and 

t h e idea t h a t Bede was a minor f i g u r e whose name was not 

known o u t s i d e o f Jarrow-Wearmouth i s hard t o s u s t a i n i n t h e 

f a c e o f t h e c o n s i d e r a b l e c o n t a c t s t h a t Bede m a i n t a i n e d , h i s 

c l o s e and f r i e n d l y r e l a t i o n s h i p w i t h C e o l w u l f , or h i s b e i n g 

commissioned by t h e monks o f L i n d i s f a r n e t o w r i t e a Vita o f 

t h e i r p r i n c i p a l s a i n t . 

So, what can be s a i d o f t h e t h e o l o g i c a l o u t p u t o f t h i s 

'candela e c c l e s i a e ' ? F i r s t l y , and o b v i o u s l y , t h a t h i s 

t h e o l o g y was e n t i r e l y B i b l i c a l . The c e n t r a l i t y o f t h e B i b l e 

i n a l l Bede's s t u d i e s ('omnem m e d i t a n d i s s c r i p t u r i s operam 

d e d i ' ) 3 5 cannot be o v e r s t a t e d , so h i s t h e o l o g i c a l 

r e f l e c t i o n s are t o be found not i n works o f p h i l o s o p h i c a l 
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c o n t e m p l a t i o n , b u t commentaries and h o m i l i e s . The two a r e 

c l o s e l y r e l a t e d i n form and purpose; t h e sermons a t t i m e s 

seem t o be l i t t l e more th a n e x t r a c t s from commentaries on a 

gospel p a s s a g e , 3 6 w i t h a s t r u c t u r e t h a t v a r i e s l i t t l e - an 

i n t r o d u c t i o n t o t h e c o n t e n t o f t h e l e c t i o n , a 

ve r s e - b y - v e r s e e x e g e s i s , and a f i n a l summation w i t h some 

moral or p r a c t i c a l a p p l i c a t i o n . S i m i l a r l y , Bede's 

commentaries are u s u a l l y i n t h e form o f notes on each 

v e r s e . I t i s t h e c o n t e n t , r a t h e r t h a n t h e form, which i s 

i n t e r e s t i n g . There i s no need here t o rehearse t h e l i s t o f 

Bede's e x e g e t i c a l works, nor t o d i s c u s s t h e arguments over 

c o m p a r a t i v e d a t i n g . 3 7 W h i l s t i t i s c l e a r t h a t i n some 

(presumably e a r l i e r ) works, Bede seems w h o l l y dependent on 

e a r l i e r a u t h o r i t i e s , fewer c i t a t i o n s o f A u g u s t i n e , Gregory, 

Jerome or o t h e r s i n (presumably l a t e r ) works would appear 

t o i n d i c a t e a w i d e r r e a d i n g and a more s y n t h e t i c approach; 

i t i s not t h a t t h e r e i s any r e a l development i n d o c t r i n e -

t h i s i s s t i l l an w h o l l y o r t h o d o x approach based on t h e 

Fa t h e r s o f t h e Church. For example, t h e Retractatio in 

Actus Apostolorum, w r i t t e n some y e a r s a f t e r t h e o r i g i n a l 

Expositio,38 c o r r e c t s m a t t e r s o f t y p o l o g i c a l o r 

p h i l o l o g i c a l d e t a i l , not t h e o l o g i c a l assumptions. On one 

p o i n t where Bede's o r i g i n a l e xegesis had been c h a l l e n g e d , 

h i s somewhat i r a t e response i s t h a t he was q u o t i n g ( w i t h o u t 

a t t r i b u t i o n ) from Gregory o f N a z i a n z u s i . 3 9 Perhaps i t i s 

a l s o s u g g e s t i v e t o n o t i c e t h e books on which Bede d i d not 

comment. His s t r e n g t h as an exegete was on t h e Old 
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Testament, which gave f u l l r e i n t o h i s t y p o l o g i c a l 

i m a g i n a t i o n . 4 0 His approach t o t h e New Testament was 

a d m i t t e d l y h e s i t a n t , 4 1 and he never o f f e r e d commentary on 

th e P a u l i n e e p i s t l e s , a r g u a b l y t h e books which c o n t a i n most 

s y s t e m a t i c t h e o l o g y , p r e f e r r i n g i n s t e a d t o reproduce t h e 

wisdom o f A u g u s t i n e . 4 2 

I t has a l r e a d y been s t a t e d t h a t t h e Bede commentaries 

d i f f e r f r o m those o f Canterbury as t h e A l e x a n d r i a n 

t r a d i t i o n from t h e Antio c h e n e . T h i s i s not e n t i r e l y a f a i r 

summation. The A l e x a n d r i a n method ( f o l l o w i n g O r igen) was 

l a r g e l y t y p o l o g i c a l , w i t h l i t t l e r e g a r d f o r t h e l i t e r a l 

meaning o f t h e t e x t . Bede i n h e r i t e d a g r e a t l y m o d i f i e d form 

o f t h i s approach t h r o u g h t h e g r e a t L a t i n D o c t o r s , Jerome, 

Augu s t i n e and Gregory I , but he a l s o had an i n t e r e s t i n t h e 

f a c t u a l d e t a i l o f t h e S c r i p t u r e s . As Bede h i m s e l f argued, 

t h e r e were f o u r ways i n which a t e x t c o u l d be u n d e r s t o o d ; 4 3 

h i s commentaries a t t i m e s c o n c e n t r a t e d on t h e h i s t o r i c a l 

event ( o r l i t e r a l meaning) w i t h d e t a i l s o f p l a c e s or d a t e s , 

a t t i m e s on hidden a l l u s i o n s t o gospel events or t h e 

sacraments ( t h e a l l e g o r i c a l meaning), a t t i m e s on t h e moral 

i n s t r u c t i o n t h a t c o u l d be drawn f o r h i s r e a d e r s ' 

e d i f i c a t i o n ( t h e t r o p o l o g i c a l meaning), and a t t i m e s on 

h i n t s o f heavenly rewards, t h e ways i n which e a r t h l y 

r e a l i t y r e f l e c t e d f u t u r e g l o r y ( t h e a n a g o g i c a l meaning). 

Given t h a t Bede does not f o r e w a r n h i s r e a d e r s which method 

he w i l l adopt, and t h a t t h e whole system depends on Bede's 

c o n v i c t i o n t h a t , i n e f f e c t , t h e B i b l e i s a commentary on 
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i t s e l f , i t i s o n l y i n pa s s i n g t h a t c r e d a l s t a t e m e n t s a r e 

made or i m p l i e d . What t h e method makes c l e a r i s t h e b e l i e f 

t h a t t h e r e i s a u n i t y about t h e whole o f l i f e ; f o r example, 

t h e c o r r u p t i o n o f t h e sons o f E l i ( I Samuel 2, 23-5) i s 

used by Bede t o l o o k f o r w a r d t o t h e o p p o s i t i o n t o Jesus o f 

th e P h a r i s e e s , and t o c a s t i g a t e t hose who f a l s e l y p r o f e s s 

t o be C h r i s t i a n , as w e l l as b e i n g t r e a t e d as an h i s t o r i c a l 

f a c t o f g r e a t importance f o r t h e f u t u r e h i s t o r y o f 

I s r a e l . 4 4 T h i s i n h e r e n t u n i t y which i s a key t o t h e way i n 

which t h e m i r a c l e s t o r i e s can be t r e a t e d . 4 5 An anecdote i n 

an h i s t o r y o r hagiography can, as much as comment i n an 

homily, p o i n t t o a t h e o l o g i c a l t r u t h . 

' L a e t i t i a h u i u s s a e c u l i l u c t u m i s c e b a t u r ' : t h e 

u n d e r s t a n d i n g o f death and t h e a f t e r l i f e . 

One o f t h e most famous passages i n t h e Historia 

Ecclesiastica r e c o u n t s t h e g r e a t c o u n c i l c a l l e d by Edwin t o 

d i s c u s s h i s c o n v e r s i o n t o C h r i s t i a n i t y . 4 6 Bede r e c o r d s t h e 

speech o f o n l y one o f t h e laymen p r e s e n t , who compares an 

human l i f e w i t h t h e f l i g h t o f a sparrow which might come 

i n t o t h e g r e a t h a l l t h r o u g h one window and leave t h r o u g h 

another: 

'Ipso quidem tempore quo i n t u s e s t h i e m i s 
t e m p e s t a t e non t a n g i t u r , sed tamen p a r v i s s i m o 
s p a t i o s e r e n i t a t i s ad momentum excurso, mox de 
hi erne i n hiemem r e g r e d i e n s t u i s o c u l i s e l a b i t u r . 
I t a haec v i t a hominum ad modicum a p p a r e t ; q u i d 
autem se q u a t u r , quidve p r a e c e s s e r i t , p r o r s u s 
ignoramus. Unde, s i haec nova d o c t r i n a c e r t i u s 
a l i q u i d a t t u l i t , m e r i t o esse sequenda v i d e t u r . ' 

Whether t h i s speech r e p r e s e n t s an o p i n i o n expressed a t t h e 
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t i m e , o r Bede's r e c r e a t i o n o f what might have been s a i d , 4 7 

i t r e f l e c t s what must have been a common concern i n 

s e v e n t h - c e n t u r y England. Plague wreaked i t s d e v a s t a t i o n a t 

i n t e r v a l s , perhaps p a r t i c u l a r l y w i t h i n monastic 

communities, as t h e Vita Ceolfridi and t h e libelTus f r o m 

B a r k i n g t e s t i f y . 4 8 Amongst t h e c l a s s t h a t met i n Edwin's 

g r e a t h a l l , death on t h e b a t t l e f i e l d was u n l i k e l y t o be 

many years away, and p o l i t i c a l a s s a s s i n a t i o n was not 

unknown. 4 9 Small wonder, t h e r e f o r e , t h a t t h e major concern 

a r e l i g i o n was asked t o address, a c c e p t i n g as a f a c t t h e 

b r e v i t y o f l i f e , was what f o l l o w e d i t and what came b e f o r e . 

Quid praecesserit does not seem t o have i n t e r e s t e d t h e 

monastic w r i t e r s g r e a t l y ( e x c e p t i n terms o f t h e connected 

d o c t r i n e o f e l e c t i o n , which i s e x p l o r e d b e l o w ) . Quid 

sequatur was a major theme i n m i r a c l e s t o r i e s , and one 

which was r e f l e c t e d i n a number o f d i f f e r e n t m o t i f s - t h e 

u n c o r r u p t e d corpse, t h e v i s i o n o f a death and i t s 

accompanying s i g n s , and t h e p r a y e r t o be spared from d y i n g 

unprepared. U n d e r l y i n g t h e s e are two t h e o l o g i c a l themes -

t h e d o c t r i n e o f t h e r e s u r r e c t i o n o f t h e body and t h e b e l i e f 

i n f u t u r e judgement. 

I n t h e l a s t c h a p t e r some o f t h e t a l e s o f corpses being 

d i s c o v e r e d u n c o r r u p t e d a f t e r b u r i a l were examined. I t would 

appear t h a t t h e t h e o l o g i c a l meaning which a u t h o r s o f t h i s 

group o f s t o r i e s b e l i e v e d t h e y conveyed was not u n i f o r m . 

With some, t h e m i r a c l e was p e r c e i v e d as a s i g n o f 

ante-mortem p u r i t y , w i t h o t h e r s i t s i g n i f i e d t h e c o n t i n u e d 
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power o f t h e s a i n t , p r e s a g i n g posthumous m i r a c l e s . 5 0 

Elsewhere, t h e r e i s an i n s i g h t i n t o b e l i e f about t h e n a t u r e 

of t h e r e s u r r e c t i o n body. The d o c t r i n e o f c o r p o r e a l 

r e s u r r e c t i o n i s a d i f f i c u l t one; i t s c o n f i d e n t e x p r e s s i o n 

i n t h e f i r s t g e n e r a t i o n o f C h r i s t i a n i t y 5 1 gave way t o 

i n c r e a s i n g u n c e r t a i n t y as t h e delayed parousia r a i s e d 

concerns about t h e s t a t e i n which bodies would be b e f o r e 

t h e i r r e s u r r e c t i o n . 5 2 T h i s concern was addressed i n p a r t by 

t h e Church's p r o h i b i t i o n on c r e m a t i o n ( a l t h o u g h i n t h i s 

C h r i s t i a n s may o n l y have been f o l l o w i n g a change i n Roman 

p r a c t i c e ) 5 3 and on t h e d i v i s i o n o f corpses, so t h a t t h e 

body was kept i n one p i e c e and one p l a c e t o a w a i t t h e l a s t 

judgment. During t h e f i r s t f o u r c e n t u r i e s , t h e q u e s t i o n o f 

p r e c i s e l y how and i n what form God would r a i s e human bodies 

was p e r i o d i c a l l y d i s c u s s e d . 5 4 Bede ( a l o n g w i t h h i s 

c o n t e m p o r a r i e s presumably) accepted t h e view, a r t i c u l a t e d 

by A u g u s t i n e , t h a t a t t h e general r e s u r r e c t i o n , t h e body 

would be r e s t o r e d t o i t s p e r f e c t s t a t e , 5 5 expounding t h i s 

b e l i e f i n h i s sermon on C h r i s t ' s second r e s u r r e c t i o n 

appearance i n Luke's g o s p e l . 5 6 Even t h e wounds which we 

s u f f e r b e f o r e our death w i l l be healed, a c c o r d i n g t o Bede; 

t h a t C h r i s t was a b l e t o show h i s wounds t o h i s d i s c i p l e s 

was f o r t h e sake o f t h e i r f a i t h and an e x c e p t i o n t o t h e 

g e n e r a l r u l e . T h i s means t h a t t h e r e are two p o s s i b l e 

i n t e r p r e t a t i o n s o f Bede's account o f A e t h e l t h r y t h (whose 

p h y s i c a l d i s f i g u r e m e n t was m y s t e r i o u s l y found t o have 

vanished when her c o f f i n was o p e n e d ) . 5 7 E i t h e r , i t was an 
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i n d i c a t i o n t h a t t h e s a i n t was a l r e a d y f i t f o r t h e 

r e s u r r e c t i o n (and t h e r e f o r e her soul was d e f i n i t e l y not i n 

h e l l or p u r g a t o r y ) , o r i t c a r r i e d t h e s u g g e s t i o n t h a t t h e 

r e s t o r a t i o n i n d i c a t e d t h e l a s t judgment was near a t hand. 

Al t h o u g h i t i s not u n l i k e l y t h a t Bede expected an 

imminent end t o t h e w o r l d , as d i d h i s mentor Gregory I , i t 

i s i m p o s s i b l e t o be c e r t a i n on t h e p o i n t . 5 8 What appears t o 

have happened i n t h e e a r l y church i s t h a t t h e necessary 

a g n o s t i c i s m on t h e t i m e o f t h e end, and t h e d i f f i c u l t y i n 

a r t i c u l a t i n g a d o c t r i n e o f c o r p o r e a l r e s u r r e c t i o n had g i v e n 

way t o a g r e a t e r i n t e r e s t t o t h e f a t e o f s o u l s which were 

t e m p o r a r i l y s e p a r a t e d from t h e i r b o d i e s . As Bynum p u t s i t , 

'although t h e d o c t r i n e o f a p h y s i c a l r e t u r n a t t h e end o f 

t i m e was not d i s c a r d e d by mainstream C h r i s t i a n s , hope 

c o n c e n t r a t e d i n c r e a s i n g l y on t h e s o u l ' s ascent t o 

heaven.' 5 9 So, a l i v e t o t h i s t e n s i o n , t h e E n g l i s h sources 

abound w i t h m i r a c l e s t o r i e s t h a t appear designed t o p r o v i d e 

an assurance t h a t t h e s o u l s o f h o l y people were t a k e n i n t o 

g l o r y . That i s t h e i m p o r t behind much o f t h e libellus o f 

B a r k i n g . The l i g h t t h a t i n d i c a t e d where t h e bodies were t o 

be b u r i e d may have been understood as a s i g n o f 

preparedness f o r t h e gene r a l r e s u r r e c t i o n , 6 0 t h e 

c o n v e r s a t i o n o f a nun w i t h a monk who had d i e d a year 

p r e v i o u s l y , 6 1 and t h a t o f T o r t g y t h w i t h A e t h e l b u r h 6 2 

i n d i c a t e a b e l i e f i n a c o n t i n u i t y o f t h e r e l i g i o u s 

community and t h e r e l a t i o n s h i p s t h a t s u s t a i n e d i t a f t e r 

death, and t h e v i s i o n o f a g l o r i o u s body h e r a l d i n g 
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A e t h e l b u r n ' s imminent death was a c o n f i r m a t i o n (though none 

were needed) t h a t she was e n t e r i n g t h e heavenly homeland: 

nemo qui earn n o v e r i t d u b i t a r e debeat, q u i n e i 
e x e u n t i de hac v i t a c a e l e s t i s p a t r i a e p a t u e r i t 
i n g r e s s u s . 6 3 

The account o f Earcongota's d e a t h 6 4 c o n t a i n s many m o t i f s 

which were used by t h e h a g i o g r a p h e r s t o i n d i c a t e t h e 

p a s s i n g o f a soul from t h i s l i f e i n t o g l o r y . Earcongota i s 

v i s i t e d by men dressed i n w h i t e (as was Sebbi s h o r t l y 

b e f o r e h i s d e a t h ) , 6 5 and a t t h e t i m e o f her death a chorus 

o f a n g e l s was heard (a f e a t u r e a l s o o f t h e death o f 

G u t h l a c ) , 6 6 c a u s i n g members o f her community t o emerge t o 

see her soul b e i n g taken up i n t o heaven (as H i l d a ' s soul 

was seen t o be c a r r i e d away, and Chad's was c o l l e c t e d 

C e d d ) . 6 7 That Bede r e c o g n i z e d t h e s i g n i f i c a n c e o f t h e 

imagery here i s c l e a r - h i s comment t h a t Earcongota's death 

o c c u r r e d a t n i g h t i s r e m i n i s c e n t o f h i s exegesis o f 

R e v e l a t i o n 2 1 . 6 8 I t i s i n t e r e s t i n g t h a t t h e Earcongota 

account comes from F a r e m o u t i e r s , a Columbanian f o u n d a t i o n ; 

t h e second book o f t h e Vita Columbani c o n t a i n s a s e r i e s of 

accounts o f deaths accompanied by s i g n s o f e n t r y i n t o 

heaven. An a n g e l i c c h o i r was heard as S i s e s t r u d e d i e d , 6 9 an 

unseen companion conversed w i t h G i b i t r u d e s h o r t l y b e f o r e 

her d e a t h , 7 0 and heaven was seen t o open t o welcome 

Blidemundus, 7 1 t o mention but a few examples. I t would 

appear t h a t i n t h e e i g h t h c e n t u r y , these m o t i f s had become 

common p r o p e r t y f o r E n g l i s h h a g i o g r a p h e r s ; Bede, f o r 

example, was a b l e , i n h i s account o f C u t h b e r t l e a r n i n g o f 
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the death o f Aidan, t o use one o f them, t h e v i s i o n o f a 

soul being taken up t o heaven (accompanied by an a n g e l i c 

chorus and a l i g h t o f unusual b r i g h t n e s s ) f o r another 

h a g i o g r a p h i c a l purpose, t h e c a l l t o t h e monastic l i f e . 7 2 

W h i l s t both t h e Anonymous 1 account and Bede's m e t r i c a l 

v e r s i o n d w e l l on t h e d e t a i l s o f t h e v i s i o n , and t h e l a t e r 

d i s c o v e r y t h a t i t r e l a t e d t o Aidan's d e a t h , 7 3 Bede's 

a b i l i t y t o move beyond t h a t i n t h e prose l i f e s t r o n g l y 

suggests t h a t t h e imagery needed l i t t l e e x p l a n a t i o n . 

Many o f those whose deaths were accompanied by these 

s i g n s had been forewarned t h a t t h e y were s h o r t l y t o d i e . 

These s t o r i e s seem t o have been designed ( i n answer t o t h e 

unnamed noble's concern) t o r e a s s u r e t h e reader t h a t death 

was ( a t l e a s t f o r t h e v i r t u o u s ) n o t h i n g t o be f e a r e d . When 

Cu t h b e r t t o l d H e r e b ert t h a t he, C u t h b e r t , was s h o r t l y t o 

d i e , t h e Cumbrian s o l i t a r y asked and was p e r m i t t e d t o d i e 

at t h e same t i m e . 7 4 Guthlac approached h i s death w i t h 

eagerness: ' d e c u r s i s h u i u s v i t a e t e r m i n i s ad i n f i n i t a 

gaudia s p i r i t u s t r a n s t o l l i m a l i t . ' 7 5 A s a i n t who was saved 

from death must t h e r e f o r e have been spared f o r a reason; 

W i l f r i d was g r a n t e d an e x t r a f o u r years i n o r d e r t o r e c l a i m 

h i s p o s s e s s i o n s . 7 6 The t e n s i o n i s made e x p l i c i t by Adomnan, 

who r e c o r d s t h a t Columba was d i s a p p o i n t e d t h a t he had t o 

l i v e a f u r t h e r f o u r years because o f t h e p r a y e r s o f t h e 

churches on h i s b e h a l f . 7 7 

Of course, t h e r e were those who c o u l d not be sure what 

th e o t h e r s i d e o f t h e grave h e l d f o r them; Bede t e l l s t h e 
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s t o r y o f E t h e l h u n and Egbert, who were b o t h a t t h e p o i n t o f 

death d u r i n g t h e p l a g u e . 7 8 Egbert's p r a y e r t h a t he should 

be spared was g r a n t e d , a l t h o u g h Ethelhun had wished t h a t 

t hey b o t h s h o u l d d i e , as he, Ethelhun d i d . Egbert spent t h e 

r e s t o f h i s l i f e ' i n magna h u m i l i t a t i s , m a n s u e t u d i n i s , 

c o n t i n e n t i a e , s i m p l i c i t a t i s e t i u s t i t i a e p e r f e c t i o n e ' , i n 

f u l f i l m e n t o f h i s vow t o l i v e ' p e r f e c t i u s ex tempore 

c a s t i g a r e t , v e l i n b o n i s se o p e r i b u s habundantius 

e x e r c e r e t ' . I n e f f e c t , he l i v e d as i f permanently w i t h i n 

t h e sacrament o f penance, and t o t h e r e l a t i o n s h i p between 

m i r a c l e s t o r i e s and sacramental t h e o l o g y t h a t we must now 

t u r n . 

'Vinum quod dominus Jesus ad sua m i s i t peragenda m i s t e r i a ' : 

M i r a c l e s and Sacraments 

I n h i s l e t t e r t o A c i r c i u s , Aldhelm comments t h a t 

' s e p t i f o r m i s sacramentorum numerus s a c r o s a n c t i s 

testamentorm o r a c u l i s f r e q u e n t i s s i m e a d s t i p u l a t u r . ' 8 0 Were 

Aldhelm t o have l i s t e d t h e seven sacraments t h a t he had i n 

mind, i t would be an i l l u m i n a t i n g s t a t e m e n t ; Aldhelm's 

i n t e r e s t , however, was t h e m y s t i c a l s i g n i f i c a n c e o f t h e 

number seven, not d e f i n i n g t h e r i t e s o f t h e c h u r c h . 

Sacramental t h e o l o g y was s t i l l d e v e l o p i n g d u r i n g t h e e a r l y 

m i d d l e ages; i t was not u n t i l t h e t h i r t e e n t h c e n t u r y t h a t 

i t was d e t e r m i n e d t h a t Baptism, E u c h a r i s t , Extreme U n c t i o n , 

Holy Orders, C o n f i r m a t i o n , M a r r i a g e , and Penance, were t h e 

seven sacraments. T h e r e f o r e , i n t h e i n f a n t Anglo-Saxon 
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church t h e r e was some vagueness on t h e s u b j e c t . Bede, f o r 

example, saw t h e m i n i s t r y o f t h e word as a s a c r a m e n t , 8 1 and 

i n De Temporibus he termed t h e d a t e o f Easter a 

'sacramentum'. 8 2 I t i s a looseness o f t e r m i n o l o g y which 

m i r r o r s t h e l a c k o f d e f i n i t i o n s u r r o u n d i n g t h e concept o f 

m i r a c l e . Benedicta Ward c a p t u r e s t h i s aspect o f Bede's 

t h o u g h t when she speaks o f him seeing t h e w o r l d 'shot 

t h r o u g h w i t h d i v i n i t y ' . 8 3 The word sacramentum i t s e l f i s 

one which was o n l y t o a c q u i r e a p r e c i s e meaning a t a l a t e r 

d a t e ; i n t h e same l e t t e r t o A l d f r i t h , 8 4 Aldhelm speaks o f 

t h e sacraments o f t h e d e t a i l s o f t h e f l o o d account i n 

Genesis, by which he appears t o mean t h e ' m y s t e r i e s ' o r 

'sacred meaning'. 8 5 A l l o f which urges c a u t i o n when t a l k i n g 

about the Anglo-Saxon u n d e r s t a n d i n g o f t h e sacraments a t 

t h i s date. However, t h e two d o m i n i c a l sacraments can be 

t r e a t e d w i t h some c e r t a i n t y , and t h e r e are m i r a c l e s t o r i e s 

i n which Baptism and t h e E u c h a r i s t f e a t u r e p r o m i n e n t l y . A 

t h i r d sacrament (which may not have been regarded as such 

i n e i g h t h - c e n t u r y England), Penance, can be seen i n t h e 

background a t l e a s t o f a number o f s t o r i e s , and needs t o be 

t r e a t e d i n some d e t a i l . I t i s u s e f u l t o examine t h e 

q u e s t i o n s t h a t t h i s r a i s e s f i r s t . 

T.P. Oakley, w r i t i n g o f t h e p e n i t e n t i a l s o f Theodore, 

Bede, and Egbert, observed t h a t t h e 'very prominent 

p o s i t i o n o f penance amongst t h e C h r i s t i a n Anglo-Saxons 

n a t u r a l l y f a v o r e d t h e e x t e n s i v e use o f p e n i t e n t i a l 

c o d e s . ' 8 6 So, he argued, i n t h e t i m e of Theodore, and 
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p o s s i b l y e a r l i e r , t h e r e was some use o f p u b l i c penance and 

e x t e n s i v e use o f p r i v a t e r e c o n c i l i a t i o n i n E n g l a n d . 8 7 

U n f o r t u n a t e l y , Oakley's appears t o be an w h o l l y c i r c u l a r 

argument. That t h e p e n i t e n t i a l s o f f e r guidance f o r p r i e s t s 

and p e n i t e n t s i s seen as evidence f o r t h e widespread use o f 

t h e sacrament. That t h e sacrament was w i d e l y used was t h e 

reason f o r t h e p r o d u c t i o n o f t h e codes f o r c o n f e s s o r s . Even 

i f i t c o u l d be c o n c l u s i v e l y demonstrated t h a t Theodore, 

Bede, and Egbert a l l d i d produce p e n i t e n t i a l s , i t would 

s t i l l not f o l l o w t h a t t h e y were g e n e r a l l y used. But t h e r e 

i s c o n s i d e r a b l e doubt over t h e a u t h e n t i c i t y o f some 

Anglo-Saxon codes. That which has been a s c r i b e d t o Egbert 

( b i s h o p o f York) appears t o have s u f f e r e d c o n s i d e r a b l e 

m o d i f i c a t i o n t h r o u g h c o n t i n e n t a l t r a n s m i s s i o n , 8 8 and t h a t 

c i r c u l a t e d under Bede's name i s almost c e r t a i n l y not 

E n g l i s h . 8 9 Even t h e Theodore P e n i t e n t i a l cannot be accepted 

w i t h o u t q u e s t i o n , as t h e r e i s a complete absence o f e a r l y 

E n g l i s h m a n u s c r i p t e v i d e n c e . 9 0 What i s more, t h e r e i s 

l i t t l e evidence t h a t t h e concerns o f t h e p e n i t e n t i a l s 

f e a t u r e d as an i s s u e i n t h e e i g h t h - c e n t u r y c h u r c h ; 9 1 as 

L a i s t n e r argued, ' i f Bede r e a l l y was i n t e r e s t e d i n t h e 

" p r a c t i c a l aspects o f penance" he s u c c e s s f u l l y concealed 

t h e f a c t i n h i s genuine w o r k s ' . 9 2 Bede's and h i s 

c o n t e m p o r a r i e s ' m i r a c l e s t o r i e s s u p p o r t L a i s t n e r ' s 

a s s e r t i o n t h a t t h e p r i m a r y meaning o f poenetentia was 

'repentance' (an i n w a r d and genuine sorrow f o r a s i n 

committed) r a t h e r t h a n 'penance' (as a r i t e o f t h e 

Chapter Four 



245 

Church).93 

Few s t o r i e s about C u t h b e r t are r e t o l d i n modern 

accounts o f h i s l i f e w i t h more r e l i s h t h a n t h a t o f h i s 

n o c t u r n a l p r a y e r i n t h e sea a t Coldingham and t h e o t t e r s 

who warmed and d r i e d h i m . 9 4 The main i m p o r t o f t h e s t o r y i s 

not about t h e sympathy t h a t e x i s t e d between t h e s a i n t and 

w i l d a n i m a l s , a l t h o u g h t h a t common h a g i o g r a p h i c a l m o t i f 

o b v i o u s l y had some b e a r i n g on i t s i n c l u s i o n , b u t t h e e f f e c t 

t h a t was f e l t by t h e unnamed monk who w i t n e s s e d t h e event. 

He was s t r i c k e n not o n l y w i t h f e a r a t what he had seen, but 

w i t h b o d i l y s i c k n e s s . A c c o r d i n g t o t h e Anonymous ' t o t a 

nocte c o a n g u s t a t u s prope mortem a c c e d e r a t ' . The monk ('cum 

l a c r i m i s ' ) 9 5 approached C u t h b e r t t o ask f o r f o r g i v e n e s s , 

which t h e s a i n t g r a n t e d . We might want t o ask, i n t h e 

c o n t e x t o f a d i s c u s s i o n o f t h e sacrament o f penance, 

whether i t was as a p r i e s t , 9 6 as a monastic s e n i o r , 9 7 as 

t h e wronged person, or as a s a i n t t h a t C u t h b e r t ' s 

f o r g i v e n e s s was asked; i n t h i s i n s t a n c e , t h e t h i r d seems 

th e most l i k e l y answer. But Bede's t h e o l o g y i s c l e a r - t h e 

pardon, l i k e t h e c u r e , was from God. 

Aeger adest v a t i , s u pplex genibusque v o l u t u s 
Se p o s c i t domino prece commendare p r o f u s a . . . 
Turn prece languorem p e l l i t culpamque r e l a x a t . 9 8 

There i s a number o f elements i n t h i s s t o r y t y p i c a l o f t h e 

t r e a t m e n t o f penance i n t h e E n g l i s h sources. One i s t h e 

a s s o c i a t i o n o f repentance w i t h m o r t a l i t y . I n t h e v a s t 

m a j o r i t y o f t h e s t o r i e s which mention t h e need f o r 

c o n t r i t i o n or amendment o f l i f e , i l l n e s s or a p p r o a c h i n g 
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death p r o v i d e t h e o c c a s i o n . I n t h e s t o r y o f t h e deathbed 

v i s i o n o f judgement, Cenred kept encouraging h i s f a v o u r e d 

noble 1 u t c o n f i t e r e t u r e t emendaret ac r e l i n q u e r e t s c e l e r a 

sua, priusquam s u b i t o m o r t i s s u p e r v e n t u tempus omne 

p o e n i t e n d i e t emendandi p e r d e r e t . 1 " The message o f t h a t 

s t o r y seems t o be t h a t t o l e a v e penance t o t h e l a s t moment 

i s i l l - a d v i s e d ; t h e i m p l i c a t i o n o f t h e k i n g ' s c o n v e r s a t i o n 

w i t h t h e d y i n g man may a l s o be t h a t c o n f e s s i o n i n i l l n e s s 

was a common o c c u r r e n c e , and viewed by t h e Germanic w a r r i o r 

as tantamount t o c o w a r d i c e : 

Ad quern i n g r e s s u s rex ( d i l i g e b a t enim eum multum) 
h o r t a b a t u r , u t v e l t u n c , antequam m o r e r e t u r , 
p a e n i t e n t i a m a g e r e t commissorum. At i l l e 
r e s p o n d i t non se t u n c v e l l e c o n f i t e r i peccata 
sua, sed cum ab i n f i r m i t a t e r e s u r g e r e t , ne 
e x p r o b r a r e n t s i b i s o d a l e s , quod t i m o r e m o r t i s 
f a c e r e t ea quae sospes f a c e r e n o l u e r a t . 

The a c c u s a t i o n o f c o w a r d i c e i s one t h a t i s r e b u t t e d i n 

Bede's account o f t h e death o f Sebbi, k i n g o f E s s e x . 1 0 0 

Sebbi e n t e r e d a monastery a t t h e end o f h i s l i f e , a l r e a d y 

s i c k ; but consciousness o f h i s r o y a l rank meant t h a t he d i d 

not wish a n y t h i n g u n d i g n i f i e d about t h e manner o f h i s death 

t o be w i t n e s s e d by more t h a n an h a n d f u l o f c l e r i c s . Sebbi's 

l i f e was a l r e a d y m e r i t o r i o u s , but t h e p o i n t i s s t i l l made 

t h a t amendment i n t i m e o f m o r t a l s i c k n e s s d i d not d i m i n i s h 

t h e s t a t u r e o f a Saxon o f h i g h s t a n d i n g . On t h e c o n t r a r y , 

even Sebbi 's c o f f i n was m i r a c u l o u s l y e n l a r g e d as heaven 

g r e e t e d him. 

I n o t h e r s t o r i e s , i t i s a s p e c i f i c s i n f o r which 

f o r g i v e n e s s needed t o be sought b e f o r e i l l n e s s c o u l d be 
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c u r e d . Aebbe diagnosed t h a t I r m i n g b u r g a was s i c k because 

her husband, E c g f r i t h , was u n j u s t l y h o l d i n g W i l f r i d i n 

c u s t o d y ; t h e b i s h o p ' s r e l e a s e and t h e r e c o v e r y o f t h e queen 

c o i n c i d e d . 1 0 1 A l d f r i t h was l e s s f o r t u n a t e ; he a l s o f e l l i l l 

on account, Stephen r e c o r d s , o f h i s f a i l u r e t o accept t h e 

judgment w i t h which W i l f r i d had r e t u r n e d from Rome. I t was 

a connexion t h a t A l d f r i t h i s s a i d t o have acknowledged: 

Qui s t a t i m , u t e r a t s a p i e n t i s s i m u s , agnoscens, ab 
a p o s t o l i c a p o t e s t a t e perculsum se esse, 
p o e n i t e n t i a d u c t u s , confessus e s t peccatum suum, 
i n W i l f r i t h u m episcopum c o n t r a a p o s t o l i c a e s e d i s 
i u d i c i a commissum. 1 0 2 

That A l d f r i t h ' s hope t h a t he s h o u l d recover i n o r d e r t o 

r i g h t t h e wrong he had done was not r e a l i z e d does not seem 

t o have p e r t u r b e d Stephen. I t was not o n l y t h a t i l l n e s s was 

sent as punishment on those who d e s p i s e d W i l f r i d , i t was 

a l s o t h a t imminent death focussed t h e i r minds on what t h e y 

had done, and encouraged them t o seek r e c o n c i l i a t i o n . The 

s t o r y t h a t Stephen t e l l s o f Theodore's c o n f e s s i o n t o 

W i l f r i d and Erconwald has about i t t h e a i r o f a sacramental 

r i t e : 

... cum Theodorus a r c h i e p i s c o p u s i n senecta u b e r i 
f r e q u e n t i i n f i r m i t a t e a n x i a t u s e s t , ad Lundoniam 
c i v i t a t e m W i l f r i t h u m e t Erconwaldum sanctos 
episcopos ad se i n v i t a v i t . V e n i e n t i b u s i l l i s 
a r c h i e p i s c o p u s s a p i e n t e r t o t i u s v i t a e suae cursum 
cum c o n f e s s i o n e coram Domino pure r e v e l a v i t . . . 1 0 3 

And W i l f r i d ' s a b s o l u t i o n a l s o sounds as i f i t belongs t o an 

accepted form o f penance, again begging t h e q u e s t i o n 

whether he a c t s as p r i e s t or v i c t i m : 

'Det t i b i Dominus et sanctus P e t r u s a p o s t o l u s 
remissionem omnis c o n t r o v e r s i a e i n me commissae, 
et ero pro t u a c o n f e s s i o n e orans pro t e amicus i n 
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perpetuum. 1 

Magnanimity, p r e s e n t e d by Stephen as a p r i n c i p a l 

f e a t u r e o f W i l f r i d ' s s a n c t i t y , i s t h e second element i n t h e 

s t o r y o f t h e monk who s p i e d on C u t h b e r t . The power t o 

f o r g i v e s i n seems p e c u l i a r l y t o be v e s t e d i n t h e s a i n t s . 1 0 5 

Whether or not he was i n h o l y o r d e r s a t t h e t i m e , 1 0 6 

C u t h b e r t , on p r e a c h i n g t o u r s from Melrose, o f t e n heard 

c o n f e s s i o n s , a c c o r d i n g t o Bede: 

Porro C u t h b e r t o t a n t a e r a t docendi p e r i t i a , 
t a n t u s amor persuadendi quae c o e p e r a t , t a l e 
v u l t u s a n g e l i c i lumen, u t n u l l u s p r a e s e n t i u m 
l a t e b r a s e i s u i c o r d i s c e l a r e praesumeret, omnes 
palam quae gesserant c o n f i t e n d o p r o f e r r e n t , q u i a 
nimirum haec eadem i l i u m l a t e r e nullomodo 
p u t a b a n t , e t confessa d i g n i s u t imperabat 
p o e n i t e n t i a e f r u c t i b u s a b s t e r g e r e n t . 1 0 7 

The r e a l i z a t i o n t h a t t h e h o l y man a l r e a d y knows t h e s i n can 

a c t as t h e spur t o c o n f e s s i o n . W i t h G u t h l a c , b o t h b e f o r e 

and a f t e r o r d i n a t i o n , t h i s i s t h e r e p e a t e d p a t t e r n . Beccel 

was moved t o c o n f e s s i o n when Gut h l a c f o r e s t a l l e d h i s p l o t 

t o murder him; G u t h l a c ' i l l i u s c u l p a e veniam i n d u l s i t 1 . 1 0 8 

t h e two c l e r i c s who h i d t h e i r f l a s k s on t h e way t o see him 

were s u r p r i s e d by t h e h e r m i t ' s knowledge o f t h e i r d e c e i t 

and begged f o r g i v e n e s s ; G u t h l a c 'veniam i n d u l s i t ' . 1 0 9 

W i g f r i t h was embarrassed t o be reminded t h a t he had 

suggested t h a t G u t h l a c might be a ' p s e u d o - s a n c t i t a t i s 

s i m u l a t o r ' ; he t h r e w h i m s e l f t o t h e ground 'supplexque 

veniam p r e c a t u s , sese peccasse f a t e t u r ' , but F e l i x o m i t s t o 

mention whether or not pardon was g r a n t e d . 1 1 0 A b s o l u t i o n 

does not seem t o be an i s s u e f o r F e l i x , as we a r e a l s o not 

t o l d whether t h e two c l e r i c s who p r e f e r r e d t h e house o f a 
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c e r t a i n widow t o G u t h l a c ' s company were f o r g i v e n ; i t was 

o n l y a f t e r t h e abbot r e v e a l e d t h e d e t a i l s t h a t G u t h l a c had 

g i v e n o f t h e i r o f f e n c e t h a t t h e y c o n f e s s e d . 1 1 1 

The l a s t s t o r y s e t s t h e i s s u e of s i n and f o r g i v e n e s s 

i n t h e c o n t e x t o f monastic d i s c i p l i n e , which i s where i t 

was f i r s t and most f r e q u e n t l y s e t i n a formal r i t u a l . 1 1 2 

A l t h o u g h not about c o n f e s s i o n and a b s o l u t i o n , i t i s 

a p p r o p r i a t e here t o n o t i c e t h e i m p l i c a t i o n o f Bede's 

c u r i o u s t a l e of t h e uncooked g o o s e , 1 1 3 which does not 

appear i n t h e Anonymous. Bede r e l a t e d t h a t some monks went 

t o v i s i t C u t h b e r t on Fame, and were t o l d , b e f o r e t h e y 

l e f t , t o cook and t o eat a goose. The monks, having p l e n t y 

of f o o d , chose not t o do so, but were p r e v e n t e d from 

l e a v i n g t h e i s l a n d by a storm which l a s t e d a week. Only 

when C u t h b e r t r e t u r n e d t o them t o d i s c o v e r t h e goose s t i l l 

uneaten, and they began t o cook i t , d i d t h e storm abate. 

T h i s i s t h e f i r s t s t o r y t o l d o f C u t h b e r t a f t e r he r e t i r e d 

t o Fame, so i t serves t o i n f o r m t h e reader t h a t C u t h b e r t ' s 

s p i r i t u a l a u t h o r i t y was not lessened by h i s no l o n g e r 

e x e r c i s i n g h i s e p i s c o p a l o f f i c e . I t i s t o vim's Sanctis 

t h a t Bede wants t o c a l l h i s audience t o obedience, not t o 

those h o l d i n g any p a r t i c u l a r rank i n t h e church. 

More i m p o r t a n t t h a n t h e person t o whom c o n f e s s i o n was 

made i n Anglo-Saxon t h i n k i n g was t h e a t t i t u d e o f t h e 

s i n n e r , a t h i r d element d i s p l a y e d by t h e monk o f 

Coldingham. Tears, a c c o r d i n g t o Bede, were a mark o f t r u e 

r e p e n t a n c e . 1 1 4 Egbert 'conpunctus memoria peccatorum suorum 
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f a c i e m l a c r i m i s a b l u e b a t ' as he prayed not t o d i e ; 1 1 5 

Beccel confessed t o Gut h l a c ' l a c r i m a b i l i v o c e ' ; 1 1 6 i t was 

w i t h a ' f l e b i l i voce 1 t h a t an I r i s h monk begged f o r a r e l i c 

o f Oswald t o save him from d y i n g u n p r e p a r e d . 1 1 7 Monastic 

l e g i s l a t i o n echoes t h i s e x p e c t a t i o n o f weeping over 

s i n s ; 1 1 8 t h e response t h a t t h e community o f Coldingham 

sho u l d have made t o t h e prophecy o f Adamnan was ' i e i u n i a , 

f l e t u s e t p r e c e s ' . 1 1 9 Adamnan might be seen as t h e t y p i c a l 

p e n i t e n t ; t h i s i s a r a r e c l e a r p i e c e o f evidence f o r t h e 

p r a c t i c e o f p r i v a t e c o n f e s s i o n (though f o r a p a r t i c u l a r 

s i n , not as p a r t o f r e g u l a r l i f e ) , as Bede r e l a t e s t h e 

r a t h e r p a t h e t i c t a l e o f t h i s I r i s h m a n sentenced t o f a s t i n g 

and p r a y e r as he w a i t e d f o r t h e p r i e s t who never came back 

t o l i m i t h i s penance. But t h e s t o r y o f Adamnan a l s o r e v e a l s 

a f i n a l p o i n t about t h e t e a r s o f p e n i t e n c e - th e y were a t 

tim e s o f f e r e d by proxy. Adamnam wept f o r Coldingham, s o r r y 

f o r t h e punishment t h a t t h e y had brought upon themselves. 

The most famous, and c o n f u s i n g , example o f th e s e t e a r s 

i s t h e s t o r y o f T r a j a n ' s redemption i n t h e Vita 

Gregorii.^20 Gregory's p r a y e r s were accompanied by 

'lacrimarum f l u e n t a ' , w i t h t h e r e s u l t t h a t t h e good pagan 

was r e l e a s e d from h e l l . The a u t h o r ' s e x p l a n a t i o n t h a t t h i s 

was tantamount t o T r a j a n h a v i n g been b a p t i z e d ('cuius 

t e r t i u m genus e s t l a c r i m e ' ) , as t h e e s s e n t i a l f o r s a l v a t i o n 
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was b a p t i s m , i s c l e a r l y h e t e r e d o x . T h i s statement may, as 

O'Loughlin and C o n r a d - 0 1 B r i a i n have argued, be d e r i v e d from 

a common metaphor i n t h e Eastern Church i n which p u b l i c 

penance was d e s c r i b e d as a 'second baptism' or 'a b a p t i s m 

o f t e a r s ' . 1 2 1 The i n t r o d u c t i o n o f penance i n t h e 

second-century church was necessary t o address t h e problem 

o f p o s t - b a p t i s m a l s i n ; l i k e b a p t i s m , penance was a p u b l i c 

r i t e , i n which t h e h u m i l i a t e d p e n i t e n t was r e c e i v e d back 

i n t o t h e p r i v i l e g e s o f church membership which s/he 

( u s u a l l y by apostasy) had f o r f e i t e d . By t h e e i g h t h c e n t u r y , 

t h i s p r a c t i c e had been abandoned, and would have been 

unknown t o t h e w r i t e r o f t h e Vita Gregorii; and a l t h o u g h i t 

i s p o s s i b l e t h a t t h i s accounts f o r t h e use o f t h a t 

p a r t i c u l a r metaphor, what i s s u p r i s i n g about t h i s s t o r y i s 

not t h e mention o f baptism but t h e n o t i o n t h a t a pagan 

c o u l d be g r a n t e d s a l v a t i o n i n t h i s manner. 

The s t o r y a l s o suggests some l a c k o f c l a r i t y 

s u r r o u n d i n g t h e u n d e r s t a n d i n g o f baptism. That Bede h e l d an 

h i g h view o f t h e sacrament i s c l e a r t h r o u g h o u t h i s 

commentary on t h e Acts of t h e A p o s t l e s . He f o l l o w s Ambrose 
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i n e x p l a i n i n g t h e i d e n t i f i c a t i o n o f t h e church's l a t t e r - d a y 

baptism w i t h t h a t o f t h e a p o s t l e s , d e s p i t e t h e d i f f e r e n c e 

i n f o r m u l a t i o n , 1 2 3 and s t r e s s e s t h a t b a p t i s m i s bo t h a 

washing i n water f o r t h e f o r g i v e n e s s o f s i n and a means by 

which t h e Holy S p i r i t i s r e c e i v e d . 1 2 4 Sacramental t h e o l o g y 

cannot, o f course, be s e p a r a t e d from e c c l e s i o l o g y , 1 2 5 and 

i t was Bede's view, f o l l o w i n g C y p r i a n and A u g u s t i n e , t h a t 

t h e r e can be no s a l v a t i o n o u t s i d e o f t h e C a t h o l i c 

C h u r c h . 1 2 6 L o g i c a l l y , i f t h a t b a p t i s m i s t h e means o f e n t r y 

i n t o t h e Church, i t f o l l o w s t h a t t h e r e i s no s a l v a t i o n f o r 

th e u n b a p t i z e d , 1 2 7 even c h i l d r e n , a view shared by t h e 

Anonymous o f S t r e o n e s h a l h . 1 2 8 T h i s r a t h e r harsh d o c t r i n e 

( i n h e r i t e d from A u g u s t i n e ) 1 2 9 l i e s b ehind two s t o r i e s . Bede 

t e l l s t h a t a f t e r Cedd's d e a t h , a group o f h i s monks from 

Essex moved t o Lastingham, b u t were wiped o u t by t h e 

plague. Only one o f them s u r v i v e d , a small boy, who many 

years l a t e r d i s c o v e r e d t h a t he had been p r e s e r v e d from 

d y i n g u n b a p t i z e d . His s u r v i v a l and s a l v a t i o n were 

a t t r i b u t e d t o t h e p r a y e r s o f t h e deceased b i s h o p . 1 3 0 

Stephen t e l l s o f a c h i l d who was dead when h i s mother 

present e d him f o r bapt i s m , b u t whom W i l f r i d r e v i v e d and 

c h r i s t e n e d . 1 3 1 The sequel was t h a t t h e boy was l a t e r 

f o r c i b l y e n t e r e d i n t o a monastery, d e s p i t e h i s mother's 

a t t e m p t s t o conceal him from W i l f r i d ' s agents. Bede, 

h i m s e l f p l a c e d i n a monastery a t a t e n d e r age, may w e l l 

have approved. 

There are two s t o r i e s i n which b e l i e f about b a p t i s m 
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may be confused. I n t h e Vita Guthlaci,1 3 2 baptism 

a p p a r e n t l y f e a t u r e s as a means o f h e a l i n g . Guthlac i s 

brought a demoniac t o c u r e , h i s p a r e n t s having t r i e d a 

number o f o t h e r e c c l e s i a s t i c a l agents w i t h no success. 

Guthlac spends t h r e e days i n p r a y e r and then ' s a c r a t i 

f o n t i s u n d i s a b l u i t [ e u m ] 1 . One must presume t h a t t h i s 

means t h a t G u t h l a c b a p t i z e d t h e boy, a presumption which 

s t r e n g t h e n e d by t h e p r a c t i c e o f exsufflatio, b l o w i n g on t h e 

c a n d i d a t e , 1 3 3 which r i d him o f t h e 'malignus s p i r i t u s ' 

which had been t r o u b l i n g him. The problem i s t h e 

i m p l i c a t i o n t h a t t h e demoniac had been b a p t i z e d b e f o r e ; 

F e l i x r e c o r d s t h a t h i s p a r e n t s had ta k e n him t o a number o f 

s h r i n e s 'ut a s a c e r d o t i b u s e p i s c o p i s q u e s a c r a t i s f o n t i b u s 

l a v a r e t u r ' . None o f t h e c l e r g y was a b l e t o e x o r c i s e t h e 

boy; whether t h e y a t t e m p t e d t o do so by baptism or not i s 

s t i l l n ot made c l e a r ; i t c o u l d be t h a t what F e l i x was 

i m p l y i n g i s t h a t because t h e y c o u l d not cure him f i r s t he 

had s t i l l n o t been b a p t i z e d , b u t t h a t i s not t h e i m p r e s s i o n 

t h e passage g i v e s . 

The q u e s t i o n o f a second b a p t i s m l i e s a t t h e h e a r t o f 

another s t o r y , t h a t o f H e r e b a l d . 1 3 4 T h i s 'immensely 

i n t e r e s t i n g s t o r y ' s 1 3 5 i s r e c o r d e d by Bede as from 

Herebald's own mouth, and r e c o u n t s how, as a young c l e r i c , 

he disobeyed t h e o r d e r o f h i s b i s h o p , John, not t o race h i s 

horse, f e l l when h i s mount stumbled, and h i t h i s head 

a g a i n s t a s t o n e . He l a y unconscious, w i t h a temporary 

s h e l t e r over him, w h i l s t John prayed a l l n i g h t ; i n t h e 
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morning, t h e bi s h o p woke him, e n q u i r e d about t h e 

ci r c u m s t a n c e s o f h i s baptism, r e v e a l e d t h a t t h e p r i e s t by 

whom Herebald had been b a p t i z e d was one whom John had 

f o r b i d d e n t o o f f i c i a t e , commenced b a p t i s m a l i n s t r u c t i o n , 

and performed t h e exsufflatio. Herebald t o l d Bede t h a t he 

began t o recover a t t h a t moment, t h e wound t o h i s head was 

t r e a t e d by t h e medicus, and, a f t e r he had r e g a i n e d h i s 

h e a l t h , he was r e - b a p t i z e d . A l t h o u g h t h i s i s d e s c r i b e d as a 

miraculum, i t i s not t h e cur e wherein t h e m i r a c u l o u s l i e s , 

but t h e e n t i r e episode which i s understood as remedial o f 

Herebald's i m p e r f e c t i n i t i a t i o n and d i s o b e d i e n c e . The stone 

was t h e o n l y one i n t h e f i e l d and 'casuque e v e n i t , v e l 

p o t i u s d i v i n a p r o v i s i o n e ad puniendam i n o b e d i e n t i a e . . . 

culpam,' t h a t Herebald's horse s h o u l d throw him i n t h a t 

v e r y p l a c e . 1 3 6 There are a couple o f p u z z l i n g d e t a i l s about 

t h e procedure o f t h e baptism; t h a t Herebald needs a f r e s h 

course o f i n s t r u c t i o n i s s t r a n g e , g i v e n t h a t he i s a member 

of John's household, and t h e exsufflatio precedes t h e 

washing, r a t h e r t h a n f o l l o w i n g i t , as i n t h e Gu t h l a c 

s t o r y . 1 3 7 

The main d i f f i c u l t y t h a t t h i s s t o r y p r e s e n t s i s t h a t 

Herebald was b a p t i z e d f o r a second t i m e . I t i s c l e a r from 

Bede t h a t t h e e i g h t h - c e n t u r y E n g l i s h Church shared t h e 

u n d e r s t a n d i n g t h a t b a p t i s m i s i r r e p e a t a b l e j 1 3 8 one o f t h e 

r e s u l t s o f t h e schisms o f t h e t h i r d c e n t u r y was a 

r e c o g n i t i o n t h a t even t h e ba p t i s m o f h e r e t i c s had t o be 

accepted by t h e C a t h o l i c C h u r c h . 1 3 9 I t would appear, 
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however, t h a t t h e E n g l i s h t o o k some c o n v i n c i n g , j u d g i n g by 

t h e l e t t e r s o f Pope Z a c h a r i a s t o B o n i f a c e . 1 4 0 That baptism 

was i r r e p e a t a b l e i s o n l y i m p l i c i t i n Bede's e x e g e s i s , 1 4 1 so 

we might conclude t h a t i t was an i s s u e t o which he had not 

g i v e n a g r e a t deal o f t h o u g h t ; i t i s hard t o imagine t h a t 

he would have i n c l u d e d t h i s s t o r y i f he f e l t t h a t i t 

r e f l e c t e d b a d l y on t h e bishop who had o r d a i n e d him and whom 

he deeply admired. I t i s w o r t h n o t i n g t h a t A l c u i n 

a b b r e v i a t e d t h e s t o r y when he came t o r e t e l l i t ; perhaps 

aware o f t h e i r r e g u l a r t h e o l o g y a t which Bede had h i n t e d , 

A l c u i n c r e d i t e d John w i t h t h e cu r e o f t h e man by p r a y e r s 

and w i t h h i s b l e s s i n g . 1 4 2 

The c o m p a r a t i v e s i l e n c e on t h e s u b j e c t o f b a p t i s m a l 

t h e o l o g y r e f l e c t s t h e f a c t t h a t , e s s e n t i a l l y , t h e Church's 

mind has not a l t e r e d s i n c e t h e mi d d l e o f t h e second 

c e n t u r y . By c o n t r a s t , e u c h a r i s t i c d o c t r i n e e v o l v e d 

c o n s i d e r a b l y i n t h e e a r l y m i d d l e ages, b u t t h e r e i s l i t t l e 

i n t h e E n g l i s h m a t e r i a l t o r e f l e c t t h a t development. There 

i s o n l y one e u c h a r i s t i c m i r a c l e i n c l u d e d by t h e Anglo-Saxon 

w r i t e r s , t h e s t o r y i n t h e Vita Gregorii, i n which t h e woman 

who had made t h e bread f o r t h e mass c o u l d not conceal her 

amusement a t be i n g o f f e r e d i t back w i t h t h e words 'Corpus 

D o m i n i ' . 1 4 5 Gregory responded by r e f u s i n g t o communicate 

her, and t h e n , o r d e r i n g t h e people t o pray 'ut C h r i s t u s 

f i l i u s Dei v i v i d i g n a r e t u r o s t e n d e r e an verum corpus e i u s 

e s s e t , u t a i t , i l l i u s sacrosanctum s a c r i f i c i u m ad 
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confirmandum i n c r e d u l i t a t e m e i u s quae h u i c e r a t i n c r e d u l a 

sacramento.' The pope produced t h e host which he had 

w i t h h e l d , and d i s c o v e r e d i t t o be ' d i g i t u l i a u r i c u l a r i s 

p a r t i c u l a m s a n g u i 1 e n t i ' . 1 4 6 F u r t h e r p r a y e r r e s t o r e d t h e 

host t o i t s usual appearance, and t h e woman made her 

communion. I t seems u n l i k e l y t h a t t h i s s t o r y i m p l i e s 

a n y t h i n g approaching a d o c t r i n e o f ' t r a n s u b s t a n t i a t i o n ' ; 1 4 7 

such a n o t i o n appears t o have been f o r e i g n t o E n g l i s h 

w r i t e r s , i f Bede's comments can be tak e n as t y p i c a l : 

... cum eiusdem beatae p a s s i o n i s ad a l t a r e 
memoria r e p l i c a t u r , cum p a n i s e t v i n i c r e a t u r a i n 
sacramentum c a r n i s e t s a n g u i n i s e i u s i n e f f a b i l i 
s p i r i t u s s a n c t i f i c a t i o n e t r a n s f e r t u r : s i c q u e 
corpus e t sanguis i l l i u s non i n f i d e l i urn manibus 
ad p e r n i c i e m ipsorum f u n d i t u r e t o c c i d i t u r , sed 
f i d e l i u m o r e suam s u m i t u r i n s a l u t e m . 1 4 8 

The e u c h a r i s t i s a s p i r i t u a l r e c a p i t u l a t i o n o f Golgotha; i t 

i s t h e memory o f t h e p a s s i o n , not t h e passion i t s e l f t h a t 

i s r e p l i c a t e d . As t h e church moved from t h e h i g h language 

o f t h e r e a l presence used by Ambrose i n t h e f o u r t h c e n t u r y , 

w i t h t h e i n t r o d u c t i o n o f t h e words mutari and 

transfigurare,1 4 9 t o t h e d e f i n i n g c o n f l i c t between 

Radbertus and Ratramnus i n t h e m i d - n i n t h c e n t u r y , when t h e 

con s e c r a t e d h o s t was i d e n t i f i e d w i t h t h e c r u c i f i e d and 

r i s e n b o d y , 1 5 0 Bede seems t o stan d i n a c o n s e r v a t i v e 

p o s i t i o n , u s i n g t h e l e s s d e f i n i t e verbs consecrare and 

trans feme.1 5 1 
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i s r e p l i c a t e d . As t h e church moved from t h e h i g h language 

o f t h e r e a l presence used by Ambrose i n t h e f o u r t h c e n t u r y , 

w i t h t h e i n t r o d u c t i o n o f t h e words mutari and 

transfigurared 4 9 t o t h e d e f i n i n g c o n f l i c t between 

Radbertus and Ratramnus i n t h e m i d - n i n t h c e n t u r y , when t h e 

co n s e c r a t e d host was i d e n t i f i e d w i t h t h e c r u c i f i e d and 

r i s e n b o d y , 1 5 0 Bede seems t o stan d i n a c o n s e r v a t i v e 

p o s i t i o n , u s i n g t h e l e s s d e f i n i t e verbs consecrare and 

transferred 5 1 and speaking o f t h e i n s t i t u t i o n as a 

m y s t i c a l r e f e r e n c e t o ( o r b r i n g i n g back o f ) t h e b o d y . 1 5 2 

Another area o f t h e o l o g i c a l development was i n t h e 

e f f i c a c y o f t h e mass, and i n p a r t i c u l a r i n masses o f f e r e d 

f o r t h e d e p a r t e d . T h i s was a d o c t r i n e i n which Bede 

f e r v e n t l y b e l i e v e d ; 1 5 3 i t i s c l e a r t h a t he knew t h e f o u r t h 

book o f Gregory I ' s Dialogi which defends t h e p r a c t i c e , and 

o f f e r s examples o f i t s benign e f f e c t s . 1 5 4 A c c o r d i n g t o 

C u t h b e r t , one o f Bede's l a s t r e q u e s t s t o t h e monks of 

Jarrow was f o r them 'pro eo missas e t o r a t i o n e s d i l i g e n t e r 

f a c e r e , ' 1 5 5 as i n t h e p r o l o g u e t o t h e Vita Cuthberti 

Prosaica Bede had asked t h e monks o f L i n d i s f a r n e , i n r e t u r n 

f o r h i s e f f i c i e n c y i n c o m p l e t i n g t h e work t h e y had 

commi s s i oned, 

u t . . . i t a vos quoque ad reddendum mi h i v e s t r a e 
i n t e r c e s s i o n i s praemium p i g r i non s i t i s . . . e t me 
d e f u n c t o p r o redemtione animae meae quasi pro 
f a m i l i a r i s e t v e r n a c u l i v e s t r i o r a r e e t missas 
f a c e r e . 1 5 6 

That such masses were o f f e r e d on L i n d i s f a r n e and a t 

Jarrow-Wearmouth, a t l e a s t f o r members o f t h e community, 
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suggests t h a t t h e p r a c t i c e would have been f o l l o w e d i n 

most, i f not a l l , m o n a s t e r i e s . A c c o r d i n g t o Bede, t h e 

p o p u l a r i t y o f such masses i n c r e a s e d a f t e r t h e s t o r y o f Imma 

( t h e nobleman who c o u l d not be ch a i n e d ) became k n o w n . 1 5 7 

The s t o r y i s s i m i l a r t o t h o s e i n t h e Dialogi, i n p a r t i c u l a r 

t o t h e t a l e o f an unnamed man who was c a p t u r e d i n b a t t l e 

and whose c h a i n s f e l l from him whenever h i s w i f e had masses 

s a i d f o r h i m . 1 5 8 Bede's s t o r y i s not a mere r e p l i c a t i o n o f 

t h e s h o r t G r e g o r i a n anecdote, as McCready suggests. There 

i s a number o f elements i n i t which w i t n e s s t o an E n g l i s h 

t r a d i t i o n , such as t h e h i s t o r i c a l d e t a i l o f t h e b a t t l e i n 

which Imma f e l l , t h e s u s p i c i o n o f magic ( d i s c u s s e d i n 

c h a p t e r one), and t h e concern over Imma's rank and t h e 

ransom p a i d f o r him. McCready argues t h a t Bede d i s t o r t s t h e 

G r e g o r i a n t h e o l o g y , by making t h e mass no more th a n a 

s p e l l . 1 5 9 But Bede was not a r g u i n g a d o c t r i n a l p o i n t ; 

r a t h e r he wanted t o encourage a p r a c t i c e which was a l r e a d y 

becoming p o p u l a r i n England, t h e t h e o l o g y o f which would, 

by Tunna and o t h e r s o f f e r i n g t h e mass, be known. McCready 

does not c o n s i d e r t h i s d i f f e r e n t o b j e c t i v e ; Gregory was 

d i s c u s s i n g t h e o l o g y w i t h a f e l l o w c l e r i c and p l a c i n g a 

number o f caveats on o f f e r i n g masses f o r t h e d e p a r t e d , 1 6 0 

Bede was u r g i n g t h e l a i t y , presumably t h o s e o f s i m i l a r rank 

t o Imma, t o o f f e r money, p r a y e r s , or masses f o r d e p a r t e d 

r e l a t i v e s . Nor i s McCready r i g h t t o o b j e c t t h a t Bede's 

t h e o l o g y on t h i s p o i n t i s l e s s s u b t l e than Gregory's. 

Whereas Gregory had m a i n t a i n e d t h a t masses f o r t h e dead 
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o n l y a v a i l e d f o r t h o s e whose s i n s were not t o o g r e a t , 1 6 1 

Bede was more p r a g m a t i c ; a t whatever stage o f t h e a f t e r l i f e 

t h e deceased was, t h e p r a y e r s o f o t h e r s c o u l d do no harm: 

v e l c e r t e p r i u s amicorum f i d e l i u m p r e c i b u s , 
eleemosynis, i e i u n i i s , f l e t i b u s , h o s t i a e 
s a l u t a r i e s o b l a t i o n i b u s a b s o l u t i p o e n i s , e t i p s i 
ad beatorum p e r v e n i u n t r e q u i e m . 1 6 2 

The mass does not s t a n d alone i n Bede's t h i n k i n g , e i t h e r 

here or i n t h e s t o r y o f Imma; t h e sacraments are p a r t o f 

t h e whole m i n i s t r y o f t h e Church, founded i n p r a y e r and 

expressed a l s o i n what l a t e r came t o be c a l l e d 

'sacramentals'. I t i s t o t h e s e , and t h e p a r t t h e y p l a y i n 

t h e m i r a c l e s t o r i e s , t h a t we now t u r n . 

'Consueta arma o r a t i o n u m ' : I n t e r c e s s i o n s and Sacramentals• 

I n h i s commentary on Nehemiah, Bede remarked t h a t t h e 

p r a y e r s and g r i e f o f Nehemiah over t h e r u i n e d s t a t e o f 

Jerusalem i n d i c a t e d t h e degree o f mourning and i n t e r c e s s i o n 

o f t h e s a i n t s occasioned by t h e r u i n and d e s o l a t i o n o f 

s o u l s caused by s i n . 1 6 3 T h i s b e l i e f , t h a t c o n s t a n t p r a y e r 

was an i n t e g r a l p a r t o f t h e c h a r i t y shown by t h e Church and 

i t s members, both m i l i t a n t and a t r e s t , u n d e r l i e s a g r e a t 

deal o f h i s t e a c h i n g , and e x p l a i n s b o t h h i s b e l i e f i n t h e 

e f f i c a c y o f masses f o r t h e d e p a r t e d , and s t o r i e s o f t h e 

i n t e r c e s s i o n o f d e p a r t e d s a i n t s w o r k i n g f o r t h e s a f e t y o f 

members o f t h e i r community, such as t h a t o f Cedd p r e s e r v i n g 

t h e l i f e o f t h e boy a t L a s t i n g h a m , 1 6 4 o r Oswald i n t e r c e d i n g 

f o r S e l s e y . 1 6 5 Prayers were not o n l y t o be o f f e r e d by t h e 

s a i n t s , but by a l l C h r i s t i a n s ; 1 6 6 t h e c o n s t a n t aim o f 
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p r a y e r was t h e e t e r n a l s a l v a t i o n o f t h e p r a y - e r , 1 6 7 or o f 

those f o r whom s/he p r a y e d . 1 6 8 Bede 1s own p r a y e r l i f e , as 

C a r r o l l has argued, was e s s e n t i a l l y monastic, c e n t r e d 

around t h e d a i l y o f f i c e . 1 6 9 Benedicta Ward has shown how, 

because o f t h e focus on t h e psalms which made up t h e 

o f f i c e , and t h e way i n which he absorbed not o n l y t h e 

psalms themselves but a l s o t h e 'hedgehog s t y l e ' o f Cassian 

( w i t h t h e psalms a p p l i e d t o t h e monk's own needs), p r a y e r 

o p e r a t e d i n Bede's t h o u g h t as an a n t i d o t e t o t h e t r o u b l e o f 

t h e w o r l d . 1 7 0 No easy d i s c i p l i n e , t h e r e f o r e , i t r e q u i r e d 

f a i t h , p a t i e n c e , h u m i l i t y , and p e r s e v e r a n c e . 1 7 1 

I t i s i n t h a t c o n t e x t t h a t t h e p r a y e r s o f h o l y people 

served t o i l l u s t r a t e t h e e f f e c t i v e n e s s o f i n t e r c e s s i o n . I n 

t h e Historia Ecclesiastica, t h e r e a r e s e v e r a l s t o r i e s o f 

s a i n t s a c h i e v i n g w o n d e r f u l t h i n g s s i m p l y by p r a y e r . 

E t h e l w a l d rescued some monks o f L i n d i s f a r n e from a storm 

when he ' f l e c t e b a t genua sua ad patrem Domini n o s t r i I e s u 

C h r i s t i pro n o s t r a v i t a e t s a l u t e p r e c a t u r u s ' , 1 7 2 a d o p t i n g 

t h e p h y s i c a l p o s t u r e which Bede recommended f o r p r a y e r i n 

ti m e s o f d i r e n e e d . 1 7 3 Germanus' p r a y e r s s t i l l e d a 

s t o r m , 1 7 4 Aidan's t u r n e d flames away fr o m Bamburgh, 1 7 5 

Chad's cured a s i c k b o y . 1 7 6 Other works o f f e r s i m i l a r 

examples. C u t h b e r t i s c r e d i t e d w i t h t h e rescue o f t h e monks 

s t r u g g l i n g on t h e Ri v e r T y n e , 1 7 7 t h e p r e s e r v a t i o n o f h i s 

nurse's house from f i r e , 1 7 8 and a r r a n g i n g t h a t H e r e b e r t 

s h o u l d d i e when he d i d , 1 7 9 a l l by t h e power o f h i s p r a y i n g . 

I t i s not o n l y t h e g r e a t s a i n t s whose i n t e r c e s s i o n s prove 
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e f f e c t i v e ; i n a number o f s t o r i e s t h e monastic community, 

or a group o f monks, achieves a m i r a c l e t h r o u g h i t s 

p r a y e r s . Stephen t e l l s o f c o n c e r t e d p r a y e r b r i n g i n g Bothelm 

back from t h e dead a f t e r h i s t e r r i b l e f a l l , 1 8 0 and o f t h e 

way i n which t h e whole paruchia i n t e r c e d e d f o r W i l f r i d 

d u r i n g h i s i l l n e s s . 1 8 1 Bede p r e s e n t s C u t h b e r t ' s response t o 

the p r a y e r s made f o r him as an a c t o f f a i t h ; t h e community 

at Melrose spent t h e n i g h t p r a y i n g f o r h i s l i f e and h e a l t h , 

and when C u t h b e r t heard o f i t i n t h e morning, 
1 E t q u i d i a c e o ? ' i n q u i t . 'Neque enim dubitandum 
e s t , q u i a t o t t a l i u m q u e v i v o r u m preces Deus non 
d e s p e x e r i t . Date baculum e t c a l i g a s . ' 

And w i t h t h a t , he got u p . 1 8 2 The connexion between t h e s e 

m i r a c l e w o r k i n g p r a y e r s and t h e r e g u l a r l i f e o f d e v o t i o n 

geared t o s e e k i n g p e r s o n a l s a l v a t i o n i s made e x p l i c i t by 

Bede i n one s t o r y . M e l l i t u s , a l t h o u g h s i c k , was a b l e t o 

save p a r t o f t h e c i t y o f Cant e r b u r y from f i r e , as an 

outward s i g n o f t h e r e a l i t y o f h i s i n n e r s p i r i t u a l l i f e : 

Et q u i a v i r Dei ig n e d i v i n a c a r i t a t i s f o r t i t e r 
a r d e b a t , q u i a tempestates p o t e s t a t u m a e r i a r u m a 
sua suorumque l e s i o n e c r e b r i s o r a t i o n i b u s v e l 
e x h o r t a t i o n i b u s r e p e l l e r e c o n s u e r a t , m e r i t o 
v e n t i s flammisque m u n d i a l i b u s p r a e v a l e r e e t , ne 
s i b i s u i s q u e n o c e r e n t , o b t i n e r e p o t e r a t . 1 8 3 

Sometimes, p r a y e r s were accompanied by a t a n g i b l e 

s i g n . Both Bede and t h e Anonymous t e l l o f a v i s i t t h a t 

C u t h b e r t made t o a c e r t a i n v i l l a g e , where he had 

e s t a b l i s h e d a small community o f nuns. One o f them had been 

i l l f o r almost a year, so C u t h b e r t , i n response t o t h e 

req u e s t s o f her companions, a n o i n t e d her w i t h o i l ; her 

re c o v e r y , which d o c t o r s had been unable t o e f f e c t , began 
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i m m e d i a t e l y and was complete w i t h i n a m a t t e r o f d a y s . 1 8 4 As 

an account o f a m i r a c u l o u s h e a l i n g t h e s t o r y i s 

unremarkable. But i t i s t h e o n l y s t o r y o f i t s k i n d i n our 

sources. Except f o r t h i s one i n s t a n c e , which Bede e i t h e r 

o b t a i n e d from t h e Anonymous o r from A e t h i l w a l d , t h e 

Anonymous' source, t h e r e i s no mention o f a cure b e i n g 

achieved t h r o u g h t h e a d m i n i s t r a t i o n o f c o n s e c r a t e d o i l . 

T h i s c o n t r a s t s w i t h Bede's commentary on James 5. 14-18, 

th e f i r s t B i b l i c a l evidence o f t h e p r a c t i c e o f a n o i n t i n g 

t h e s i c k . 1 8 5 Bede g i v e s t h e i m p r e s s i o n t h a t u n c t i o n was 

w i d e l y used i n m i n i s t r y t o t h e s i c k , q u o t i n g I n n o c e n t I ' s 

r u l i n g t h a t i t c o u l d be a d m i n i s t e r e d by t h e l a i t y as w e l l 

as by p r i e s t s , p r o v i d e d t h a t t h e o i l was b l e s s e d and used 

o n l y w i t h t h e bisho p ' s a u t h o r i t y . C u t h b e r t was o n l y doing 

what s h o u l d have been a r e g u l a r p a r t o f h i s e p i s c o p a l 

m i n i s t r y . Whether or not such u n c t i o n was regarded as a 

sacrament i s not c l e a r ; C a r r o l l m a i n t a i n s t h a t Bede 

b e l i e v e d t h a t i t was a s a c r a m e n t , 1 8 6 but t h a t i s n ot s t a t e d 

i n t h e ex e g e s i s o f James 5, and i n t h e western church as an 

whole, t h e sacramental s t a t u s o f t h e r i t e was o n l y 

acknowledged a f t e r r e v i s i o n s d u r i n g t h e C a r o l i n g i a n p e r i o d 

r e s t r i c t i n g i t s a d m i n i s t r a t i o n t o t h e c l e r g y . 1 8 7 Nor i s i t 

c l e a r whether what Bede, and presumably h i s c o n t e m p o r a r i e s , 

b e l i e v e d about t h e e f f e c t i v e n e s s o f a n o i n t i n g . The 

i m p l i c a t i o n o f James 5, and o f Bede's commentary, i s t h a t 

h e a l i n g s h o u l d f o l l o w t h e a p p l i c a t i o n o f o i l , b ut Bede 

makes t h e most o f t h e q u a l i f i c a t i o n s , t h a t t h e s i n o f t h e 
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s u f f e r e r s hould be acknowledged, and t h a t t h e power o f 

p r a y e r i s connected t o t h e v i r t u e o f t h e person o f f e r i n g 

i t . So i t might be argued t h a t t h e reason f o r t h e i n c l u s i o n 

o f t h e s t o r y o f t h e nun o f Bedesfeld i s t h a t i t 

demonstrated t h e power o f C u t h b e r t , as s a i n t r a t h e r than as 

b i shop. 

That id e a needs t o be q u e s t i o n e d i n t h e l i g h t o f 

s i m i l a r s t o r i e s i n t h e Vita Cuthberti o f both a u t h o r s . The 

s t o r y comes i n t h e m i d s t o f a s e r i e s o f m i r a c l e s which are 

e f f e c t e d t h r o u g h C u t h b e r t b l e s s i n g e i t h e r t h e s i c k person 

or something which was then a d m i n i s t e r e d t o him o r her. I n 

t h e f i r s t , C u t h b e r t i s asked t o b l e s s water t o be g i v e n t o 

t h e w i f e o f a n o b l e m a n . 1 8 8 The man expresses t h e o p i n i o n 

t h a t t h i s form o f b l e s s i n g i s necessary, e i t h e r f o r her 

r e t u r n t o h e a l t h , or t o a s s i s t her e t e r n a l s a l v a t i o n i f she 

were t o d i e , which seems an adequate summation o f t h e 

t h e o l o g y o f h e a l i n g o f t h e Anglo-Saxon Church. I n t h e 

Anonymous' t h i r d s t o r y i n t h e s e r i e s , 1 8 9 i t i s i n t h e 

a c t i o n o f C u t h b e r t ' s b l e s s i n g t h a t h e a l i n g i s l o c a t e d , as 

he cures a young man. Bede's v e r s i o n d i f f e r s s l i g h t l y , i n 

t h a t he o m i t s ( s u r p r i s i n g l y , g i v e n t h e exegesis o f James 5) 

t h e Anonymous' emphasis on t h e s i n s o f t h e man r e q u i r i n g 

f o r g i v e n e s s . 1 9 0 The next s t o r y i s i n c l u d e d by both a u t h o r s 

a l s o ; C u t h b e r t pronounces h e a l t h f o r a s i c k c h i l d , 1 9 1 I n 

t h e Anonymous' r e n d e r i n g , i t i s by b l e s s i n g t h e c h i l d t h a t 

t h e cure i s a c h i e v e d , whereas i n Bede's C u t h b e r t i s 

p o r t r a y e d b l e s s i n g t h e mother and k i s s i n g t h e c h i l d . Each 
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a u t h o r a l s o t e l l s one s t o r y not i n c l u d e d by t h e o t h e r . The 

Anonymous has an account o f a s e r v a n t b e i n g healed t h r o u g h 

t h e a d m i n i s t r a t i o n o f blessed w a t e r ; t h e d e t a i l s , and t h e 

request o f t h e comes who came t o ask f o r t h e bisho p ' s h e l p , 

are almost i d e n t i c a l t o those o f t h e s t o r y o f t h e noble's 

w i f e . 1 9 2 Bede t e l l s t h e s t o r y o f a nobleman named Hildmer 

who was cured from h i s s i c k n e s s when he was g i v e n some 

bread t h a t had been b l e s s e d by C u t h b e r t . 1 9 3 

A l l t h e s e s t o r i e s d e s c r i b e t h e use o f ' s a c r a m e n t a l s 1 , 

t h a t i s , t h e means whereby h e a l i n g i s conveyed i s t h r o u g h 

o b j e c t s o r a c t i o n s which resemble t h e sacraments - b l e s s e d 

water ( r e m i n i s c e n t o f b a p t i s m ) , b l e s s e d o i l ( o f 

c o n f i r m a t i o n ) , 1 9 4 b l e s s e d bread ( r e s e m b l i n g t h e e u c h a r i s t ) . 

I t i s a l s o s i g n i f i c a n t t h a t t h e s t o r i e s a re s e t w i t h i n 

C u t h b e r t ' s a c t i v e e p i s c o p a l m i n i s t r y , 1 9 5 r a t h e r t h a n w i t h i n 

t h e monastery. I n t h a t , t h e y resemble t h e s t o r i e s i n c l u d e d 

by Bede i n t h e Historia Ecclesiastica o f John o f B e v e r l e y . 

Two o f John's m i r a c l e s occur i n t h e c o n t e x t o f h i s 

c o n s e c r a t i n g a c h u r c h . I n t h e f i r s t , t h e s i c k w i f e o f t h e 

comes whose church John had c o n s e c r a t e d was cured when she 

had drunk some o f t h e water (aqua benedieta) used i n t h e 

d e d i c a t i o n c e r e m o n i e s . 1 9 6 The account i s remarkably s i m i l a r 

t o one o f t h o s e t o l d o f C u t h b e r t ; t h e c u r e i s achieved i n 

th e same way, t h e water i s a d m i n i s t e r e d not by t h e bisho p 

but by an a s s i s t a n t , and a t t e n t i o n i s drawn t o t h e same 

B i b l i c a l p a r a l l e l ( t h e h e a l i n g o f Simon Pe t e r ' s 

m o t h e r - i n - l a w ) . 1 9 7 The John s t o r y , however, t i e s t h e 
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h e a l i n g more c l o s e l y i n t o t h e o r d i n a r y e p i s c o p a l m i n i s t r y 

t h r o u g h t h e water t h a t i s used. I n t h e next c h a p t e r , John 

was t a k e n t o t h e s e r v a n t o f t h e p a t r o n o f t h e ch u r c h , over 

whom he prayed and pronounced a b l e s s i n g , and t o whom he 

l a t e r , when t h e man was showing some s i g n o f r e c o v e r y , sent 

a g l a s s o f wine which he had b l e s s e d . T h i s made t h e 

re c o v e r y i m m e d i a t e . 1 9 8 

The connexion between t h e m i r a c l e w o r k i n g o f t h e 

bishop and t h e m i n i s t r y t h a t was expected o f him may be 

s i g n i f i c a n t . A p a r t from t h e t e s t i m o n y o f Bede, we know 

l i t t l e o f John. The s t o r i e s i n t h e Versus o f A l c u i n are 

s i m p l y c o p i e d from t h e Historia Ecclesiastical" But i t i s 

p o s s i b l e t o s p e c u l a t e t h a t Bede may have had h i s reasons 

f o r w a n t i n g t o a u t h e n t i c a t e John's m i n i s t r y , and p o s s i b l y 

t h a t o f C u t h b e r t a l s o . Both o f them were a p p o i n t e d t o t h e 

n o r t h e r n sees which were c r e a t e d from t h e s u b d i v i s i o n o f 

W i l f r i d ' s d i o c e s e o f Y o r k ; 2 0 0 t h o s e , l i k e Bede, i n f a v o u r 

o f t h e i m p l e m e n t a t i o n o f Theodore's r e f o r m , and t h e f u l l 

G r e g o r i a n p l a n f o r two p r o v i n c e s each o f t w e l v e 

d i o c e s e s , 2 0 1 had an i n t e r e s t not o n l y i n d e m o n s t r a t i n g t h a t 

t h ose who e x e r c i s e d m i n i s t r y i n p l a c e o f W i l f r i d were h o l y 

men w o r t h y o f t h e o f f i c e , but a l s o t h a t t h e m i n i s t r y i t s e l f 

was i m p o r t a n t . M a y r - H a r t i n g speaks o f a p o s t - H e r t f o r d 

church t h a t was d i v i d e d between t h e 1 G r e g o r i a n s ' , l e d by 

Theodore, who emphasized t h e need f o r c l o s e p a s t o r a l c a r e 

o f a d i o c e s e , and t h e r e f o r e f a v o u r e d s m a l l e r u n i t s , and t h e 

'Gaulish p a r t y ' , l e d by W i l f r i d , who wanted t h e grander 
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s t y l e o f e p i s c o p a l government w i t n e s s e d i n L y o n s . 2 0 2 There 

can be l i t t l e doubt t h a t Bede was a 'Gregorian'] t h e 

m i r a c l e s t o r i e s which he repeated from C u t h b e r t ' s and 

John's communities serve t o suggest t h e s p i r i t u a l b e n e f i t s 

o f more e p i s c o p a l m i n i s t r y . 2 0 3 I t i s one o f t h e s i g n i f i c a n t 

d i f f e r e n c e s between those s t o r i e s which d e s c r i b e t h e use o f 

'sacramentals' and t h o s e i n which a r e l i c i s seen t o work a 

m i r a c l e . To some e x t e n t , 'sacramentals' belong t o t h e 

' o r d i n a r y * i n t h e l i f e o f t h e c h u r c h , even i f t h e m i r a c l e s 

t h a t come from them do n o t . R e l i c s belong t o t h e 

e x t r a o r d i n a r y , and m e r i t s e p a r a t e e x a m i n a t i o n . 

'Quanta f i d e s i n Deum, quae d e v o t i o m e n t i s ' : S a n c t i t y , 

F a i t h and R e l i c s . 

I n t h e f i r s t book o f t h e Historia Ecclesiastica, Bede 

i n c l u d e s an r e p o r t o f t h e m i s s i o n o f Germanus t o purge t h e 

B r i t i s h Church o f P e l a g i a n i s m . For t h e most p a r t , t h i s 

account i s ta k e n from t h e Vita Germani o f C o n s t a n t i u s . 2 0 4 

Both w r i t e r s r e c o r d t h e d e v o t i o n o f t h e b i s h o p o f Auxerre 

t o t h e Romano-British p r o t o - m a r t y r , Alban, but Bede 

d i v e r g e s from C o n s t a n t i u s t o t e l l how Germanus v i s i t e d t h e 

s h r i ne: 

ubi Germanus omnium a p o s t o l o r u m diversorumque 
martyrum secum r e l i q u i a s habens, f a c t a o r a t i o n e , 
i u s s i t r e v e l i i sepulchrum, p r e t i o s a i b i d e m munera 
condi t u r u s . 2 0 5 

For good measure, he t o o k away w i t h him some o f t h e s o i l 

from t h e s i t e o f t h e martyrdom on which t h e blood was s t i l l 

v i s i b l e . I t would appear t h a t t h i s s a i n t l y t h e o l o g i a n was a 
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d e a l e r i n t h e r e l i c t r a d e , always c a r r y i n g about h i s neck a 

capsulum o f r e l i c s . 2 0 6 Two hundred and f i f t y y ears l a t e r , 

r e l i c s were s t i l l b e i n g b r o u g h t i n t o B r i t a i n ; Bede t e l l s 

how Benedict Biscop r e t u r n e d from h i s j o u r n e y s t o Rome, t o 

e n r i c h t h e E n g l i s h Church 

...quod r e l i q u i a r u m beatorum apostolorum 
martyrumque C h r i s t i abundantem g r a t i a m m u l t i s 
Anglorum e c c l e s i i s p r o f u t u r a m a d v e x i t . 2 0 7 

Such r e l i c s were housed i n churches t o p r o v i d e a f o c u s f o r 

p r a y e r . They a r e seen t o be i n use w i t h i n a s t o r y which 

i t s e l f d e s c r i b e s t h e use o f more r e c e n t r e l i c s . A f t e r 

C u t h b e r t ' s death a boy was b r o u g h t t o L i n d i s f a r n e f o r 

exorcism; h i s r a v i n g s stopped a f t e r he had drunk some water 

which c o n t a i n e d e a r t h from t h e p l a c e where C u t h b e r t ' s body 

had been washed b e f o r e i t s enshrinement. The boy gave 

thanks f o r h i s r e c o v e r y 'ad r e l i q u i a s m a r t y r u m ' . 2 0 S Such 

r e l i c s seem t o have been an i m p o r t a n t symbol f o r t h e 

Anglo-Saxon Church, l i n k i n g i t v i s i b l y w i t h t h e e a r l y 

church ( o f t h e a p o s t l e s and m a r t y r s ) , and so t h e d e d i c a t i o n 

of any new church b u i l d i n g may w e l l have i n v o l v e d t h e use 

of r e l i c s . 2 0 9 

Germanus' v i s i t t o England was i n t h e a f t e r m a t h o f 

what appears t o have been an e x p l o s i o n i n t h e p o p u l a r i t y o f 

the c u l t o f r e l i c s . As we have s e e n , 2 1 0 Ambrose and 

Aug u s t i n e were e x c i t e d by t h e d i s c o v e r y o f t h e r e l i c s o f 

Gervase and P r o t a s e and t h e m i r a c l e s t h a t were a t t e n d i n g 

them. I t would appear t h a t , a t t h i s stage, m i r a c l e - w o r k i n g 

r e l i c s were u s u a l l y , i f not e x c l u s i v e l y , t hose o f 
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m a r t y r s ; 2 1 1 Ambrose seems t o have seen t h e m i r a c l e s as 

p r o o f t h a t Gervase and P r o t a s e p e r i s h e d on account o f t h e i r 

f a i t h . 2 1 2 During t h e f i f t h c e n t u r y , posthumous m i r a c l e s , 

r a t h e r than martyrdom, became t h e s t a n d a r d f o r s a n c t i t y , an 

e v o l u t i o n which was complete by t h e s i x t h c e n t u r y ; i n Gaul, 

a t l e a s t , t h e r e was t h e e x p e c t a t i o n t h a t t h e r e l i c s would 

d i s p l a y t h e i r praesentia ( o r power), p a r t i c u l a r l y on major 

c u l t i c o c c a s i o n s . 2 1 3 T h i s n o t i o n o f praesentia seems t o 

have been i m p o r t a n t i n t h e development o f t h e i d e a o f 

r e l i c s . Gregory I was, as McCready has shown, h e s i t a n t 

about t h e whole q u e s t i o n o f r e l i c s ; 2 1 4 he t h o u g h t o f 

posthumous m i r a c l e s as o c c u r r i n g a t or near t h e a s a i n t ' s 

c o r p s e . 2 1 5 The r e s t o f t h e C h r i s t i a n w o r l d , however, 

b e l i e v e d t h a t a fragment o f a r e l i c , however s m a l l , or 

however t a n g e n t i a l , c o n t a i n e d t h e f u l l praesentia (and 

power t o work m i r a c l e s ) o f t h e s a i n t . 2 1 6 The Anglo-Saxon 

Church i n h e r i t e d a b e l i e f i n t h e importance o f r e l i c s , and 

t h e e x p e c t a t i o n t h a t t h e bodies o f h o l y people would become 

i n s t r u m e n t s o f virtus, t o such an e x t e n t t h a t i t was r a r e 

f o r an Anglo-Saxon w r i t e r t o f e e l t h e n e c e s s i t y t o e x p l a i n 

why r e l i c s were c o l l e c t e d . 2 1 7 Bede r e c o r d s , w i t h o u t 

comment, t h a t d u s t was t a k e n away from Chad's t o m b , 2 1 8 t h a t 

s p l i n t e r s from Erconwald's l i t t e r were w i d e l y used i n 

h e a l i n g , 2 1 9 and t h a t an h o l l o w was worn i n t h e ground where 

p i l g r i m s t o o k t h e s o i l f rom t h e s i t e o f Haeddi's d e a t h . 2 2 0 

T h i s l a s t example c o n t a i n s an h i n t a t a t h e o l o g y o f 

t h e r e l i c ; whereas i t was a commonplace t h a t a r e l i c s h o u l d 
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w i t n e s s t o t h e s a n c t i t y o f t h e l i f e o f t h e deceased ante 

mortem,22'1 t h e r e i s a number o f s t o r i e s which suggest t h e 

importance o f t h e de a t h , r a t h e r than t h e l i f e , o f t h e s a i n t 

i n q u e s t i o n . The s i t e o f Oswald's death was renowned as a 

r e l i c , and dust t a k e n from t h e r e r e s i s t e d f i r e , 2 2 2 as d i d 

t h e p i l l a r o f t h e Bamburgh church a g a i n s t which Aidan was 

l e a n i n g when he d i e d . 2 2 3 Somehow, t h e e a r l y C h r i s t i a n 

a s s o c i a t i o n o f r e l i c s and martyrdom may be r e s p o n s i b l e f o r 

t h i s . But w i t h b o t h Oswald and Aidan, t h e r e i s a s p e c i f i c 

l i n k between t h e s a i n t ' s deeds i n h i s l i f e t i m e and t h e 

m i r a c l e s worked by h i s r e l i c s . The l a s t s t o r y t h a t Bede 

t e l l s o f Aidan i s o f h i s p r a y e r s w o r k i n g t o p r e s e r v e 

Bamburgh from f i r e , 2 2 4 and i n d i s c u s s i n g t h e m i r a c l e s o f 

Oswald, he r e c o r d s t h a t i t was a p p r o p r i a t e t h a t t h e s i t e o f 

h i s death should be a p l a c e o f h e a l i n g , who had always 

helped t h e s i c k and t h e poor d u r i n g h i s l i f e t i m e . 2 2 5 

The l i n k between t h e s a n c t i t y o f a l i f e and t h e 

e f f i c a c y o f a r e l i c need not be post mortem. There are 

t h r e e s t o r i e s i n t h e sources o f r e l i c s o f l i v i n g s a i n t s 

b e i n g used. F e l i x t e l l s o f a demoniac who was t a k e n t o 

Guthlac and cured by wearing t h e s a i n t ' s b e l t . He r e t a i n e d 

t h i s p i e c e o f c l o t h i n g , and s u f f e r e d from h i s a f f l i c t i o n no 

m o r e . 2 2 6 The s t o r y i s t o l d i n a c u r i o u s l y t a c i t u r n manner; 

t h e r e i s no mention o f where Guthlac i s when t h i s m i r a c l e 

t a k e s p l a c e , so i t i s not i m p o s s i b l e t h a t i t i s posthumous 

m i r a c l e t h a t has somehow been misplaced i n t h e sequence. 

That cannot be t h e case w i t h t h e second o f th e s e s t o r i e s , 
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again from t h e Vita Guthlaci.227 On t h i s o c c a s i o n , a man 

s u f f e r s an i n f e c t i o n a f t e r g e t t i n g a t h o r n i n h i s f o o t ; 

G uthlac prays f o r him,, and t h e n wraps him i n t h e shawl t h a t 

he u s u a l l y wears when p r a y i n g , which serves t o e j e c t t h e 

troublesome t h o r n . The t h i r d s t o r y i s t h e c u r i o u s account 

of A e l f f l a e d ' s d i s a p p e a r i n g g i r d l e which Bede i n c l u d e d i n 

th e Vita Prosaica.228 A e l f f l a e d was i l l , b u t was cured when 

th e g i f t o f a l i n e n b e l t a r r i v e d f r o m C u t h b e r t and she wore 

i t . L a t e r , one o f her nuns was s u f f e r i n g w i t h an headache, 

so t h e g i r d l e was wrapped around her head and t h e nun f e l t 

b e t t e r . The g i r d l e was the n p u t away i n i t s box. 

Quam cum post d i e s a l i q u o t a b b a t i s s a r e q u i r e r e t , 
neque i n capsa eadem neque uspiam p r o r s u s p o t u i t 
i n v e n i r i . Quod d i v i n a d i s p e n s a t i o n e f a c t u m 
i n t e l 1 i g i t u r , v i d e l i c e t u t e t per duo s a n i t a t i s 
m i r a c u l a Deo d i l e c t i p a t r i s s a n c t i t a s a p p a r e r e t 
c r e d e n t i b u s , e t deinceps d u b i t a n d i de s a n c t i t a t e 
i l l i u s o c c a s i o t o l l e r e t u r i n c r e d u l i s . Si enim 
eadem zona semper adesset, semper ad hanc 
c o n c u r r e r e v o l u i s s e n t e g r o t i , e t dum f o r t e 
a l i q u i s ex h i s non m e r e r e t u r a sua i n f i r m i t a t e 
c u r a r i , d e r o g a r e t i m p o t e n t i a e non s a l v a n t i s , cum 
i p s e p o t i u s e s s e t s a l u t i s i n d i g n u s . 

I t i s a f a s c i n a t i n g and i m p o r t a n t passage, and one o f t h e 

few p o i n t e r s t o an u n d e r s t a n d i n g o f t h e c u l t o f r e l i c s t h a t 

we have. A c c o r d i n g t o Bede, m i r a c l e s from r e l i c s a re not 

a u t o m a t i c . They depend t o some e x t e n t on t h e a t t i t u d e o f 

th e person u s i n g them, and i n p a r t i c u l a r t o t h e f a i t h o f 

th e person. T h i s p o i n t i s i m p l i e d i n a number o f t h e o t h e r 

r e l i c s t o r i e s : t h e unnamed I r i s h m a n who was cured by a 

fragment from t h e s t a k e on which Oswald's head was impaled, 

was f i r s t a d v i s e d by W i l l i b r o r d t h a t t h e cu r e would be 

e f f e c t i v e ' " s i f i r m o corde c r e d i d e r i s " ' ; 2 2 9 a man w i t h a 
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sore e y e l i d p l a c e d on i t some o f t h e h a i r c u t from 

C u t h b e r t ' s corpse, 'credens suum oculum c a p i l l i s v i r i D ei, 

quibus a d t a c t u s e r a t , o c i u s esse sanandum'. 2 3 0 T h i s 

u n d e r s t a n d i n g i s not c o n f i n e d t o Bede: t h e Anonymous t e l l s 

o f a monk o f L i n d i s f a r n e who asked t o be taken t o t h e tomb 

o f C u t h b e r t , '"sperans i n Deum pura f i d e , mente 

f i d e l i . . . " 1 ; 2 3 1 a b l i n d man a r r i v e d a t Crowland a s k i n g f o r 

a r e l i c , f o r '"Scio c e r t e e t c o n f i d o , q u i a s i a l i q u i d de 

rebus ab eo s a c r a t i s lumina mea t e t i g e r i t , c i t o 

s a n a b o r . . . " * ; 2 3 2 a nun w i t h a diseased arm asked t o be 

a l l o w e d t o wash i t i n t h e water used f o r t h e a b l u t i o n s on 

W i l f r i d ' s body, because, '"Credo enim i n d u b i t a t a f i d e , hanc 

meam manum i n c u r v a t u m e t brachium longo tempore 

emarcuatum...Deo v o l e n t e , posse s a n a r i . " ' 2 3 3 Even t h e 

w h o l l y a t y p i c a l s t o r y o f Gregory c a u s i n g r e l i c s t o d r i p 

b l o o d emphasizes t h e importance o f f a i t h , w i t h Gregory 

t e l l i n g t h e d o u b t e r s 'ut supra per o r a t i o n e m Deum... 

orandum u t f i d e s e s s e t a d f i r m a n d a . ' 2 3 4 

That t h i s t h e o l o g y was i n f l u e n c e d by Gregory i s 

i n d i c a t e d by t h e s i m i l a r i t y between Bede's d i s c u s s i o n o f 

Eadbert's tomb and t h e comments a t t h e end o f book I I o f 

t h e Dialogi which s t r e s s t h e c o n t e x t o f f a i t h i n t h e 

achievement o f m i r a c l e s . 2 3 5 Bede a l s o emphasizes i n t h e 

Eadbert account t h e c o n t i n u i t y between t h e l i f e and death 

o f t h e s a i n t who i s c r e d i t e d w i t h r e l i c - m i r a c l e s : 'Sed e t 

indumenta quae sanctissimum corpus e i u s v e l vivum v e l 

sepultum v e s t i e r a n t a g r a t i a c u r a n d i non v a c a n t . ' 2 3 6 R e l i c s 
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o f l i v i n g s a i n t s seem t o have been accepted w i t h o u t 

e s p e c i a l comment; t h e o n l y B i b l i c a l i n s t a n c e o f t h i s i s 

passed over by Bede i n h i s Expositio on A c t s , and o n l y 

examined i n t h e Retractatio because t h e p r e c i s e meaning o f 

t h e word simincinthia i n t e r e s t e d h i m . 2 3 7 R e l i c s were 

s i g n i f i c a n t , l i k e a l l posthumous m i r a c l e s , because t h e y 

p o i n t e d t o t h e c o n t i n u e d virtus o f s a n c t i t y . As Bede wr o t e 

o f Oswald, 'Nec mirandum preces r e g i s i l l i u s iam cum Domino 

r e g n a n t i s multum v a l e r e apud eum, q u i t e m p o r a l i s r e g n i 

quondam gubernacula tenens magis p r o a e t e r n o regno semper 

l a b o r a r e ac d e p r e c a r i s o l e b a t . ' 2 3 8 The c o n c l u d i n g c h a p t e r s 

of t h e Vita Wilfridi d i s p l a y much t h e same b e l i e f ; as t h e 

s a i n t had s u p p o r t e d h i s paruchia i n p r a y e r d u r i n g h i s l i f e , 

he had not abandoned them a t h i s de a t h . The way i n which 

Stephen developed t h i s theme p o i n t s towards another 

t h e o l o g i c a l concept, t h a t o f e l e c t i o n . 

'Quos p r a e d e s t i n a v i t . . . ' : Sancti and Electi 

The f a i t h o f t h e W i l f r i d i a n c l e r i c s t h a t t h e i r master 

was s t i l l w i t h them a f t e r h i s death was c o n f i r m e d , 

a c c o r d i n g t o Stephen, i n d r a m a t i c f a s h i o n on t h e 

a n n i v e r s a r y o f h i s death. A solemn commemoration was h e l d , 

at which a l l t h e bishops and abbots o f t h e paruchia came 

t o g e t h e r , and went i n t h e evening t o say c o m p l i n e , when, 

... s t a t i m i n c a e l o signum a d m i r a b i l e v i d e r u n t , 
quod e s t candidum c i r c u l u m , t o t u m c o e n i b i u m 
circumdantem, quasi per diem arcus c o e l i absque 
v a r i i s c o l o r i b u s . 2 3 9 

T h i s i s more than s i m p l y a post mortem m i r a c l e , l i k e t h e 

Chapter Four 



273 

common m o t i f o f l i g h t a t t h e t i m e o f death. I t i s 

d e l i b e r a t e l y r e m i n i s c e n t o f t h e n a r r a t i v e o f W i l f r i d ' s 

b i r t h , a t which a f i r e i s seen t o burn, as a s i g n t h a t t h e 

c h i l d coming i n t o t h e w o r l d was d e s t i n e d t o be a l i g h t t o 

t h e churches o f B r i t a i n . 2 4 0 J u s t as W i l f r i d was p r e d e s t i n e d 

t o be a g r e a t b i s h o p , so, i n Stephen's t h i n k i n g , were h i s 

monasteries chosen w i t h i n God's purpose. To what e x t e n t t h e 

d o c t r i n e o f e l e c t i o n u n d e r l i e s t h e Vita Wilfridi i s a 

de b a t a b l e p o i n t . W.T. Foley has argued t h a t one o f t h e 

B i b l i c a l s t a t e m e n t s o f t h e d o c t r i n e c o n t r o l s t h e whole 

work, w i t h a f o u r f o l d p a t t e r n d e s c r i b i n g t h e ways i n which 

W i l f r i d was p r e d e s t i n e d , c a l l e d , j u s t i f i e d , and 

g l o r i f i e d . 2 4 1 W h i l s t i t cannot be denie d t h a t t h e purpose 

o f Stephen's w r i t i n g i s t o defend h i s hero as a chosen 

i n s t r u m e n t o f God, t h e q u o t a t i o n from Romans i s o n l y one o f 

a number w i t h which t h e f i r s t c h a p t e r i s r e p l e t e , 2 4 2 and 

o t h e r B i b l i c a l i d e a s are i n t r o d u c e d a t d i f f e r e n t stages 

t h r o u g h o u t t h e book. The s t r u c t u r e o f t h e work seems t o be 

d i c t a t e d , a r g u a b l y t o an e x t e n t n o t seen i n any 

contemporary vita, by t h e b i o g r a p h i c a l d e t a i l . 2 4 3 The same 

q u o t a t i o n i s a l s o used by F e l i x , 2 4 4 and i t might be 

p o s s i b l e t o argue t h a t a l l f o u r elements are a l s o r e f l e c t e d 

i n t h e m a t e r i a l o f t h a t l i f e . However, t o do t h a t i s t o t r y 

t o f o r c e t h e m a t e r i a l i n t o p a t t e r n s which were not i n t h e 

au t h o r ' s mind. I n e i g h t h - c e n t u r y hagiography and h i s t o r y , 

t h e d o c t r i n e o f e l e c t i o n i s a gene r a l assumption; i t 

u n d e r l i e s t h e s t o r y t h a t i s b e i n g t o l d , and B i b l i c a l images 
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are used t o r e i n f o r c e i t . 

Bede's e x e g e t i c a l works demonstrate t h e c e n t r a l i t y o f 

t h i s d o c t r i n e , and a l s o t h e way i n which s c r i p t u r a l 

p a r a l l e l s were used. W h i l s t t h e idea t h a t t h e Church was a 

chosen people emerges from t h e New Testament, t h e 

i m p l i c a t i o n s were f u l l y worked o u t by A u g u s t i n e , who 

s t r e s s e d t h a t , f o l l o w i n g Adam, humankind was d e s t i n e d f o r 

damnation on account o f o r i g i n a l s i n , and t h a t redemption 

was o n l y p o s s i b l e f o r those t o whom God chose t o g r a n t 

i t . 2 4 5 Bede f o l l o w e d t h e s e i d e a s ; i n h i s commentary on t h e 

Song o f Songs he a s s e r t e d , a g a i n s t J u l i a n o f Eclanum, t h e 

u t t e r d e p r a v i t y o f humanity, i n t e r p r e t i n g t h e work as an 

a l l e g o r y o f C h r i s t ' s c h o i c e o f t h e c h u r c h , 2 4 6 and i n In 

Genesim he e n u n c i a t e d t h e b e l i e f t h a t t h e whole drama o f 

s a l v a t i o n was f o r e s e e n by God i n t h e c r e a t i o n o f t h e 

w o r l d . 2 4 7 The d o c t r i n e r e f e r r e d not o n l y t o t h e redeemed i n 

g e n e r a l , but a l s o t o i n d i v i d u a l s w i t h i n t h e g r e a t scheme; 

Bede, f o r example, r e p e a t e d l y r e f e r s t o t h e p r e d e s t i n a t i o n 

o f Paul i n h i s d i s c u s s i o n o f t h e a p o s t l e ' s c o n v e r s i o n . 2 4 8 

The i d e a o f s p e c i f i c e l e c t i o n i s s t r e n g t h e n e d i n Bede's 

method by t h e a p p l i c a t i o n o f t e r m i n o l o g y from one chosen 

group t o ano t h e r ; Paul's use about h i m s e l f o f Jeremiah's 

phrase, me segregavit de utero matris meae, i s t w i c e noted 

w i t h a p p r o v a l by Bede, w h i l s t t h e language o f p r i e s t h o o d i n 

th e Old Testament i s a p p r o p r i a t e d t o t h e Church on s e v e r a l 

o c c a s i ons. 2 4 9 

The fundamental d i f f i c u l t y w i t h t h e n o t i o n o f e l e c t i o n 
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f o r C h r i s t i a n t h e o l o g i a n s i s t h e c o m p o s i t i o n o f t h e e l e c t 

i s known o n l y t o God. There are, however, moments when t h e 

i n v i s i b l e becomes v i s i b l e , and i t can be c l a i m e d w i t h 

c e r t a i n t y t h a t someone i s one of t h e electi. T h i s seems t o 

be t h e idea t h a t u n d e r l i e s m i r a c l e s t o r i e s i n a l l t h e 

works. Of g r e a t e r i n t e r e s t t o t h e hagiographer was t h e way 

i n which a m i r a c l e c o u l d s i g n a l o u t t h e s a i n t and presage 

h i s f u t u r e g r e a t n e s s . A p r o d i g y a t t h e t i m e o f b i r t h was an 

i n s t a n c e o f t h i s ; t h e example of W i l f r i d has a l r e a d y been 

noted. G u t h l a c ' s b i r t h i s announced by t h e s i g n o f an hand 

a t t h e d o o r ; 2 5 0 Columba's mother was t o l d o f h i s f u t u r e 

g r e a t n e s s b e f o r e he was bo r n , and h i s gu a r d i a n saw t h e baby 

w i t h a l i g h t over h i m . 2 5 1 Other m i r a c l e s t o r i e s make t h e 

same p o i n t ; a l l t h r e e v e r s i o n s o f t h e Vita Cuthberti t e l l 

o f t h e t h r e e year o l d who became upset when t h e young 

C u t h b e r t was p l a y i n g rough games, p r o t e s t i n g t h a t i t d i d 

not accord w i t h h i s f u t u r e p o s i t i o n . 2 5 2 For t h e Anonymous 

of S t r e o n e s h a l h , t h e i s s u e i s t h e i n e s c a p a b i 1 i t y o f 

e l e c t i o n ; Gregory's a t t e m p t s t o evade t h e r e s p o n s i b i l i t i e s 

o f t h e P e t r i n e o f f i c e were f o i l e d when a b r i g h t l i g h t shone 

f o r t h r e e days above h i s h i d i n g p l a c e . 2 5 3 

Gregory's l e t t e r t o A u g u s t i n e i m p l i e s t h a t t h e a b i l i t y 

t o work a m i r a c l e i s i t s e l f a s i g n o f e l e c t i o n , q u o t i n g t h e 

words o f C h r i s t t o t h e d i s c i p l e s t h a t t h e i r j o y was not t o 

be i n t h e i r m i r a c l e s b u t ' . . . q u i a nomina v e s t r a s c r i p t a 

sunt i n c a e l o 1 . 2 5 4 F e l i x makes a s i m i l a r p o i n t about 

Guthlac's b i r t h p r o d i g y : 

Chapter Four 



276 

A l i i . . . e x d i v i n o p r a e s a g i o ad manifestandum 
n a s c e n t i s g l o r i a m i l l u d p r o d i g i u m f u i s s e 
p e r h i b e b a n t . A l i i v e r o s a g a c i o r i s s e n t e n t i a e 
c o n i e c t u r i s promere coeperunt hunc ex d i v i n a 
d i s p e n s a t i o n e i n perpetuae b e a t i t u d i n i s praemia 
p r a e d e s t i n a t u m f o r e . 2 5 5 

M i r a c l e s , t h e r e f o r e , a re not a sine qua non o f t h e e l e c t . 

As Gregory w r o t e t o A u g u s t i n e : 

Non enim omnes e l e c t i m i r a c u l a f a c i u n t , sed tamen 
eorum nomina omnium i n c a e l o t e n e n t u r 
a d s c r i p t a . 2 5 6 

Both Bede, i n t h e Historia Ecclesiastica, and t h e 

Anonymous o f S t r e o n e s h a l h , had i t as a p a r t o f t h e i r 

purpose t o c e l e b r a t e t h a t amongst t h e e l e c t were numbered 

some o f t h e i r own n a t i o n . To make t h i s p o i n t , Bede adopts 

language o f t h e Old Testament t o apply t o t h e E n g l i s h , 2 5 7 

and i t i s a r g u a b l e t h a t a s t o r y common t o both might almost 

be t r e a t e d as a m i r a c l e . 2 5 8 Gregory's puns on t h e words 

AngTi, Deira, and Aella, are p r e s e n t e d by t h e Anonymous as 

an example o f t h e s a i n t ' s incomparable f o r e s i g h t . What t h e 

s t o r y does, as Bede's d i s c u s s i o n o f t h e name o f H e a v e n f i e l d 

d o e s , 2 5 9 i s t o t a k e i n t o h i s t o r y t h e common t e c h n i q u e from 

B i b l i c a l commentary o f p o i n t i n g t o t h e mysteriurn c o n t a i n e d 

i n a name. 2 6 0 The d o c t r i n e o f e l e c t i o n u n d e r l i e s t h e whole 

o f t h e Historia Ecclesiastica, so t h e m i r a c l e s t o r i e s e x i s t 

p r i m a r i l y not t o serve t h e p r o p a g a t i o n o f t h e o l o g y b u t as 

elements i n a co h e r e n t h i s t o r i c a l p i c t u r e . That i s t h e 

h y p o t h e s i s t e s t e d i n t h e next c h a p t e r . 

A c c o r d i n g t o C r e i d e r , t h e r e l a t i o n s h i p o f a m i r a c l e t o 

f a i t h i s a complex one. We need t o ask t o what does a s t o r y 
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w i t n e s s , what a r e t h e reasons f o r b e l i e v i n g i t , and what i s 

t h e response o f t h e i n d i v i d u a l s i n v o l v e d . 2 6 1 Thus f a r , 

C r e i d e r ' s argument i s sound. However, i t i s not o n l y t h e 

f a c t but a l s o t h e c o n t e n t o f f a i t h t o which t h e m i r a c l e 

s t o r i e s w i t n e s s ; i t would appear t h a t t h e t h e o l o g i c a l ideas 

were c o n t a i n e d w i t h i n t h e s t o r i e s r a t h e r t h a n b e i n g added 

by t h e r e d a c t o r . I t i s f r o m t h e young Anglo-Saxon church 

t h a t a d e v e l o p i n g u n d e r s t a n d i n g o f t h e r i t e s and p r a c t i c e s 

o f t h e c h u r c h , o f grace and f a i t h , and o f s a n c t i t y and 

r e l i c s , are p r e s e r v e d , not i n t e x t - b o o k t h e o l o g y , but i n 

t h e accounts o f t h e m i r a c u l o u s . 
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Notes t o Chapter Four 

The t i t l e q u o t a t i o n i s from H.E. IV, 13. 
1• The word ' p a r a d i s e ' i s here used t o mean a garden o f 
w a i t i n g , as i n t h e t h i r d s t age o f Dryhthelm's v i s i o n (H.E. 
V, 12). Bede used i t i n t h i s sense i n Horn. I , 2, speaking 
o f t h e b l e s s e d w a i t i n g i n p a r a d i s e t o appear b e f o r e t h e 
fa c e o f God when r e u n i t e d w i t h t h e i r b odies. The noun 
purgatoriurn was not c o i n e d u n t i l t h e t w e l f t h c e n t u r y ( J . Le 
Goff, Birth of Purgatory (E.T., Chicago and London, 1994), 
p . 3 ) , b u t as A u g u s t i n e spoke o f an ignis purgatorius ( e . g . , 
Enchiridion X V I I I ( 6 9 ) ; G o f f , pp.68-78), i t i s not 
a n a c h r o n i s t i c t o use t h e t e r m . 
2 . I use t h e te r m 'sacramental', a l t h o u g h i t d i d not appear 
u n t i l t h e t w e l f t h c e n t u r y , t o denote t h o s e sacred s i g n s 
which resemble t h e sacraments, or are e x t e n s i o n s o f them or 
p r e p a r a t i o n s f o r them, and which a r e connected w i t h human 
or e c c l e s i a s t i c a l a c t i v i t i e s , e.g. t h e b l e s s i n g o f water 
f o r t h e d e d i c a t i o n o f a chu r c h . The e f f i c a c y o f 
sacramentals i s c l a i m e d t h r o u g h t h e i n t e r c e s s i o n o f t h e 
Church, and are t h u s d i s t i n g u i s h e d from sacraments whose 
e f f i c a c y i s c l a i m e d t h r o u g h t h e p r i e s t h o o d o f C h r i s t 
p r e s e n t i n them. (J.D. C r i c h t o n , 'Sacramentals', i n ed. A. 
Richardson and J. Bowden, A New Dictionary of Christian 
Theology ( 3 r d ed. London, 1983), p.515.) 

The s u b t i t l e q u o t a t i o n i s from H.E. IV, 17. 

a- Versus, 1306-8. 
4- H.E. V, 24. 
5- Ed. B. B i s c h o f f & M. Lapidge, Biblical Commentaries from 
the Canterbury School of Theodore and Hadrian, (Cambridge, 
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6- See, e.g., on Aldhelm, ed. M. Lapidge & 0. R o s i e r , 
Aldhelm: The Poetic Works (Cambridge, 1985), p.3, and on 
Bede, T.R. Eckenrode, 'The Venerable Bede and t h e P a s t o r a l 
A f f i r m a t i o n o f t h e C h r i s t i a n Message i n Anglo-Saxon 
England', Downside Review 99 ( 1 9 8 1 ) , pp.258-78 ( p . 2 7 3 ) . 
7 • Ed. B i s c h o f f & Lapidge, p.247. 
8- B. Ward, The Venerable Bede, pp.46-9. 
9- M a y r - H a r t i n g , Coming of Christianity, pp.204-9. 
1°. H.E. IV, 2. 
1 1 - Aldhelm, Ep. 2 (Prose Works, p.154). 
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12- H.E. V, 23. 
13- H.E. V, 3 (assuming, w i t h Lapidge (Biblical 
Commentaries, p.268), t h a t John's medical knowledge came 
from s i t t i n g a t Theodore's f e e t ) . 
14- H.E. IV, 23. 
1 5 - H.E. V, 20. 

c.4. 
1 7 - E.g., a t t h e Synod o f H e r t f o r d (H.E. IV, 5 ) , 'Rogo... 
d i l e c t i s s i m i f r a t r e s , p r o p t e r timorem e t amorem Redemtoris 
n o s t r i , u t i n commune omnes pro n o s t r a f i d e t r a c t e m u s . ' 
1 8 - C. J e n k i n s , 'Bede as Exegete and T h e o l o g i a n ' i n BLTW 
pp.152-200; B. Ward, op. cit., p.44; M.T.A. C a r r o l l , The 
Venerable Bede: His Spiritual Teachings (Washington D.C., 
1946), pp.94-6; S t a c p o o l e , 'St Bede', p.92; B. C a p e l l e , 'Le 
r o l e t h e o l o g i q u e de Bede l e Venerable', Studia Anselmiana 6 
(19 3 6 ) , p.13. 

Horn. I , 8. 
2 0 • P.J. West, ' L i t u r g i c a l S t y l e and S t r u c t u r e i n Bede's 
Christmas H o m i l i e s ' , A.B.R. 23 ( 1 9 7 2 ) , pp.424-38. 
2 1 • H.E. IV, 5 & 17. 
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as t o whether t h i s l e t t e r r e f e r s t o t h e Synod o f H e r t f o r d 
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2 3 . M. Lapidge, 'The c a r e e r o f A r c h b i s h o p Theodore', i n ed, 
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2 4 • C.W. Jones, 'Some I n t r o d u c t o r y Remarks on Bede's 
Commentary on Genesis', Sacris Erudiri 19 (1969-70), 
pp.115-98 ( p . 1 1 6 ) . 
2 5 - H.E. IV, 17. 
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t h i r d C o u n c i l o f C o n s t a n t i n o p l e , see New Catholic 
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Theodore's i n v o l v e m e n t i n i t i n Biblical Commentaries, 
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2 9 - H.E. Ill, 25, V, 2 1 ; Aldhelm, Ep. 4; VWilf. c.10. On 
th e t o n s u r e , see E. James, 'Bede and t h e Tonsure Q u e s t i o n ' , 
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t e x t s from t h e go s p e l s . There i s some c o n f u s i o n over 
numbering; t h a t f o l l o w e d here r e f e r s t o t h e e d i t i o n by 
Hu r s t . 
3 7 • Ward (op. cit., pp.51-78) and Brown (Bede the 
Venerable, ch.3) both o f f e r summations o f t h e commentaries. 
A l s o , R.D. Ray, 'What do we know about Bede's 
Commentaries?', Recherches de theologie ancienne et 
medievale 49 ( 1 9 8 2 ) , 5-20. 
3 8 • I n Retractatio p r a e f . , Bede r e c o r d s o f t h e Expositio, 
'ante annos p l u r e s . . . c o n s c r i p s i m u s ' . See L a i s t n e r , Baedae 
Venerabi 7 i s : Expositio Actuum Apostolorum et Retractatio, 
p p . x i i i - x v i i , f o r t h e d a t i n g o f t h e s e works, wherein t h e 
common assumption t h a t t h e Retractatio was w r i t t e n a f t e r 
H.E. i s c o n v i n c i n g l y d i s m i s s e d . 
3 9 • Retractatio I I , 6. 
4<> • Ward, op. cit., p. 66. 
4 1 • Op. cit., p.51 . 
42- H.E. V, 24. 
4 3 • De Tabernaculo I , 6. Bede d i d not o r i g i n a t e t h i s 
f o u r f o l d u n d e r s t a n d i n g , but drew on Cassian. See B. Ward, 
op. cit., p.49. Jones (op. cit., pp.140-50) argues t h a t 
Bede had a v a r i e t y o f e x e g e t i c a l methods, o f which 
Cassian's was one. 
4 4 • In I Samuhelem I, 2.23. 
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4 5 - R.D. Ray, 'Bede, t h e Exegete, as H i s t o r i a n ' , i n ed. G. 
Bonner, Famulus Christi, pp.125-40. 

S u b t i t l e q u o t a t i o n i s from VWilf. c.62. 
4 6 . H.E. I I , 13. 
4 7 • Bede does n ot g i v e a source f o r h i s s t o r y o f t h e Witan 
(which i s not p a r a l l e l l e d i n VGreg.). 
4 8 • VCeol. c.14, H.E. IV, 7, r e s p e c t i v e l y . On t h e plague i n 
e a r l y mediaeval Europe, see J-N. Bi r a b e n & J. l e G o f f , 
Biology of Man in History ( B a l t i m o r e & London, 1975). 
4 9 • The q u e s t i o n o f s o c i a l c l a s s i s examined by H.R. Loyn, 
'Kings, G e s i t h s and Thegns', i n ed. Carver, The Age of 
Sutton Hoo, pp.75-9, and P. Wormald, 'Bede, Beowulf, and 
t h e c o n v e r s i o n o f t h e Anglo-Saxon A r i s t o c r a c y ' , i n ed. R.T. 
F a r r e l l , Bede and Anglo-Saxon England ( O x f o r d , 1977), 
pp.32-95. 

so- For t h e f i r s t , e.g., A e t h e l t h r y t h {.VWilf. c.19, c f . 
H.E. IV, 1 9 ) ; f o r t h e second, e.g., C u t h b e r t {H.E. IV, 30, 
c f . VAnon. IV, 14). As both examples demonstrate, t h e 
t h e o l o g i c a l i n t e r p r e t a t i o n a t t a c h e d t o t h e o r i g i n a l s t o r y , 
not t o i t s r e t e l l i n g . 
5 1 - E.g., 1 Cor. 15. 51-53, 1 Thess. 4. 13-18. 
5 2 • T e r t u l l i a n , De Resurrectione Carnis, c.63. On t h e 
u n c e r t a i n t y t o which T e r t u l l i a n was r e s p o n d i n g , see C. 
Bynum, Fragmentation and Redemption, Essays on Gender and 
the Human Body in Medieval Religion (New York, 1991), 
pp.265-9. 
5 3 • C.W. Bynum, The Resurrection of the Body, (New York, 
1995), p.51. 
5 4 • Bynum, Resurrection (pp.1-114) d i s c u s s e s t h e 
development o f t h e d o c t r i n e up t o t h e end o f t h e f o u r t h 
c e n t u r y . There i s a t p r e s e n t no su r v e y o f t h e d o c t r i n e i n 
t h e e a r l y m i d d l e ages, a s c h o l a r l y gap which Bynum promises 
t o p l u g . 
5 5 - A u g u s t i n e , Enchyridion X X I I I , 88-9. 

se. Horn. I I , 9. 

s 7- H.E. IV, 19. 
5 8 • G. Bonner {St Bede in the Tradition of Western 
Apocalyptic Commentary (The Jarrow L e c t u r e , Jarrow, 1966), 
p.5) and M a y r - H a r t i n g {Coming of Chri sti ani ty, p.217) argue 
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f o r a sense o f mi 11ennarian e x p e c t a t i o n i n Bede. McCready 
argues f o r c e f u l l y a g a i n s t t h i s view (Miracles and the 
Venerable Bede, pp.89-97.) 
5 9 • Bynum, Resurrection, p.14. 

6 0 . H.E. IV, 7. 

6 1 • H.E. IV, 8. 

6 2 . H.E. IV, 9. 

6 3 - Ibid. 

6 4 . H.E. I l l , 8. 

6 5 . H.E. IV, 11. 

6 6 . VGuth. c.50. 

6 7 . H.E. IV, 23 and IV, 3 r e s p e c t i v e l y . The accounts d i f f e r 
somewhat i n t h a t t h e nun sees H i l d a ' s passing i n a dream, 
t h e use o f common imagery i s s i g n i f i c a n t . 

ss- Explanatio Apocalypsis XXI, 23; c f . H.E. I l l , 8. 

6 9 . Jonas VCol. I I , 11 ( c f . I I , 14 & 17). 
7 0 - Jonas VCol. I I , 12. 
7 1 • Jonas VCol. II, 6. 
7 2 • VPr. c.4 . 
7 3 - VAnon. I , 5; VMet. c.4. 
74- H.E. IV, 29. 
7 5 • VGuth c.50. 

7 6 . vWilf. c.56. 
7 7 • Adorn. VCol. I l l , 22. 
7 8 - H.E. I l l , 27. 

The s u b t i t l e q u o t a t i o n i s fr o m Adorn. VCol. I I , 1. 
80- Ep. ad Acircium ( G i l e s , 1, p.217) 

8 1 • C a r r o l 1, p.132. 
8 2 - L e v i s o n , 'Bede as H i s t o r i a n ' , p.114; De Temp. c.15. 
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8 3 - ' M i r a c l e s and H i s t o r y ' , p.71. 
8 4 - The i d e n t i f i c a t i o n o f t h e k i n g o f Northumbria (685-705) 
w i t h t h e eponymous A c i r c i u s was made by R. Ewald (MGH AA 
vol.XV, p.61). 
85• Ep. ad Acircium. ( G i l e s , 1, p.217). 
8 6 - T.P. Oakley, English Penitential Discipline and Anglo 
Saxon Law in their joint influence, ( 1 s t A.M.S. E d i t i o n , 
New York, 1963) p.104. 
8 7 • Op. cit., p.77. 
8 8 • Thacker, 'Monks, p r e a c h i n g and p a s t o r a l c a r e i n England 
i n e a r l y Anglo-Saxon England', i n ed. J. B l a i r & R. Sharpe, 
Pastoral Care before the Parish (London 1992), pp.137-70 
(p . 1 5 8 ) . 
8 9 • Ibid.. A l s o , M.L.W. L a i s t n e r , 'Was Bede t h e Author o f a 
P e n i t e n t i a l ? 1 , Harvard Theological Review 31 ( 1 9 3 8 ) , 
263-74. 
9 0 • J.T. M c N e i l l & H.M. Gamer, Medieval Handbooks of 
Penance (New York, 1990), pp.179-182. 
9 1 • The canons o f Cl o f e s h o , however, suggest a more 
e x t e n s i v e use o f penance, see Thacker, op. cit.,, p.162. 
9 2 • Op. cit., pp.267-8. 
9 3 • Op. cit., p.268. 
94- VAnon. I I , 3, VMet. c.8, VPr. c.10. 
95• VPr. c.10. VAnon. has ' f l e b i l i v o c e 1 . 
9 6 • Our sources do not s t a t e when C u t h b e r t was o r d a i n e d 
p r i e s t . Below, n.106. 
9 7 • C u t h b e r t was praepositus o f Melrose a t t h e t i m e . 
9 8 • VMet. c.8. 

"• H.E. V, 13. 
1 0 0 . H.E. IV, 11. 

1 0 1 . vwilf. c . 39 . 

1 0 2 . vwilf. c.59. 

1 0 3 . vwilf. c.43. 
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1 0 5 - I n an e a r l i e r age, t h e p r a c t i c e ( o r m i r a c l e ) o f 
exor c i s m may have caused t h e a s s o c i a t i o n o f t h e h o l y man 
w i t h t h e f o r g i v e n e s s o f s i n s . P. Brown, The Cult of the 
Saints (London, 1981), pp.106-13. T h i s i s one r e s p e c t i n 
which t h e h o l y man came t o be r e p l a c e d by o r g a n i z e d 
m o nasticism, w i t h i t s p r i v a t e penance (Brown, 'The Rise and 
F u n c t i o n o f t h e Holy Man i n Late A n t i q u i t y ' , Journal of 
Roman Studies 61 ( 1 9 7 1 ) , pp.80-101 ( p . 1 0 1 ) ) ; t h e E n g l i s h 
s t o r i e s r e f l e c t t h i s t e n s i o n between t h e c h a r i s m a t i c and 
t h e i n s t i t u t i o n a l . 

1 0 6 . Bede i s f r u s t r a t i n g l y vague on t h i s p o i n t . C u t h b e r t ' s 
v i s i t t o a v i l l a g e i s d e s c r i b e d as t h a t o f a clericus vel 
presbiter (VPr. c . 9 ) . A c c o r d i n g t o VAnon. ( I I , 5 ) , C u t h b e r t 
went from Melrose t o preach and t o b a p t i z e , but Bede does 
not mention C u t h b e r t b a p t i z i n g b e f o r e h i s e l e c t i o n t o t h e 
e p i s c o p a t e . I s t h e t r u t h t h a t C u t h b e r t was not o r d a i n e d 
when a t Melrose, and t h a t a clergyman o f a l a t e r g e n e r a t i o n 
(such as Bede) would see h i s a d m i n i s t r a t i n g t h e sacrament 
o f penance (wh i c h i n e f f e c t he was d o i n g ) , and perhaps even 
h i s p r e a c h i n g , as i r r e g u l a r ? See C. C u b i t t , ' P a s t o r a l Care 
and c o n c i l i a r canons: t h e p r o v i s i o n s o f t h e 747 Coun c i l o f 
C l o f e s h o ' , i n ed. B l a i r & Sharpe, op. C 7 t . , pp.193-211. 
Thacker notes t h a t Bede d i d not c o n f i n e p a s t o r a l m i n i s t r y 
t o t h e o r d a i n e d ( ' S o c i a l and C o n t i n e n t a l Background', 
pp.192-3), b u t C a r r o l l (Spiritual Teachings, p.165) argues 
t h a t Bede t a u g h t t h a t c o n f e s s i o n t o l a y p e o p l e was t h e 
e x c e p t i o n n o t t h e r u l e , and o n l y f o r minor s i n s . Bede's 
comments i n VPr. c.9 echo H.E. I l l , 26, i n d e s c r i b i n g t h e 
m i n i s t r y o f t h e L i n d i s f a r n e monks, where c o n f e s s i o n i s not 
menti oned. 

107- VPr. c.9. 

1 0 8 . VGuth. c.35. 

1 0 9 . VGuth. c.44. 

VGuth. c.47. 
I 1 1 • VGuth. c.43. 
1 1 2 - Thacker, 'Monks, p r e a c h i n g and p a s t o r a l c a r e 1 p.157; 
Met l a k e , Saint Columban, pp.112-3 
1 1 3 - VPr. c.36. 

C a r r o l l , p.162. 

H.E. I l l , 27. 
I I e. VGuth. c.35. 
117- H.E. I l l , 13. 
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118- Reg. Ben. c.20; Poenitentiale Theodori, c.8. 
119- H.E. IV, 25. I t i s perhaps s i g n i f i c a n t t h a t b o t h t h e 
Adamnan and t h e Et h e l h u n - E g b e r t s t o r i e s a re from an I r i s h 
background, as t h e I r i s h p r a c t i c e o f p r i v a t e c o n f e s s i o n was 
i n advance o f t h e E n g l i s h ( M c N e i l l & Gamer, pp.23-50). 

1 2 0 . VGreg. c.29; a l s o above, pp.126-7. 
1 2 1 • T. O'Loughlin and H. Conrad-0 1 B r i a i n , 'The "baptism o f 
t e a r s " i n e a r l y Anglo-Saxon sources', A.S.E. 22 ( 1 9 9 3 ) , 
pp.65-84. 
1 2 2 - Not used 
1 2 3 • Expositio X, 48. 
1 2 4 • Expositio 1, 5. 
125- Expositio I I , 41. 
12«- Horn. I , 23. 
1 2 7 - C a r r o l l , p.102. 
1 2 a - VGreg. c.29. 

1 2 9 . A u g u s t i n e , Contra Julianum, V, 44. See a l s o , S. Foot, 
'"By water i n t h e S p i r i t " : t h e a d m i n i s t r a t i o n o f Baptism i n 
e a r l y Anglo-Saxon England', i n ed. B l a i r & Sharpe, 
pp.171-92 ( p . 1 8 8 ) . 
13°- H.E. I l l , 23. 

1 3 1. VWilf. c . 1 8 . 
1 3 2 • VGuth. c. 41 . 
1 3 3 - S t i l l p a r t , a c c o r d i n g t o Colgra v e {Felix's Life, 
p.188), o f baptism i n t h e Roman C a t h o l i c Church, b e f o r e 
r e v i s i o n of t h e Rite for Christian Initiation i n 1972. 
134- H.E. V, 6. 

1 3 5 . Ward, ' M i r a c l e s and H i s t o r y ' , p.75. 
1 3 < 5 - H.E. V, 6. 

i 3 7 • VGuth. c. 41. 
1 3 8 - A u g u s t i n e , De Baptismo, V, 17, 

1 3 9 - A u g u s t i n e c o n t r a d i c t e d C y p r i a n ' s view t h a t b a p t i s m 
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o u t s i d e t h e C a t h o l i c Church was i n v a l i d (De Baptismo, V I , 
1 ) • 
1 4 0 - B o n i f a c e , Epp. 68 & 80. 
1 4 1 • E.g., Expositio, XIX, 5. 

1 4 2 . Versus, 1179-1204. 

1 4 3 - 4 . N o t U s e d . 
145- VGreg. c.20. 
146- Ibid.. P r e c i s e l y what t h i s means i s not c l e a r ; t h e 
i m p o r t a n t t h i n g seems t o be t h e b l o o d , as a s i g n o f t h e 
s p i r i t u a l r e a l i t y . 
147- Pace Col grave, Earliest Life, p.152. 
14&- Horn. I , 15. 
1 4 9 - Ambrose's views are expressed i n De Sacramentis and 
Mysteris. 

1 5 0 . Ratramnus, De Corpore et Sanguine Domini. 

1 5 1 . C a r r o l l (pp.121-8) o v e r s t a t e s t h e r e a l i s m o f Bede's 
v i ew. 

1 5 2 . VGreg. c.21. 

1 5 3 . C a r r o l l , p.114. 

1 5 4 . Dial. IV, 58-59. 

1 5 5 . Cuthberti epistola ad Cuthwin. 

1 5 6 . vPr. p r o l . . 

1 5 7 . H.E. IV, 22. 

1 5 8 . Dial. IV, 59. 

1 5 9 . Miracles and the Venerable Bede, p.143. 

1 6 0 . Dial. IV, 59; McCready, op. cit. p.144. 
1 6 1 • McCready, Signs of Sanctity, p.109. 

1 6 2 . Horn. I, 2. 
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The s u b t i t l e q u o t a t i o n i s from VWilf. c.62. 

1 6 3 . in Ezram et Neemiam I I I , 83-92. 

H.E. Ill, 23. 
16s- H.E. IV, 14. T h i s s t o r y was, a p p a r e n t l y , a l a t e r 
a d d i t i o n t o H.E., s u g g e s t i n g a d e v e l o p i n g b e l i e f ; see M. 
Lapidge, 'Textual C r i t i c i s m and t h e L i t e r a t u r e o f 
Anglo-Saxon England' (Bulletin of the John Rylands Library 
73 (1991), pp.17-45 ( p . 2 7 ) . 
1 • In Lucam V, 18.1. 
1 6 7 - E.g., t h e p r a y e r t h a t c l o s e s t h e H.E.. C a r r o l l , 
pp.51-2, 198-9. 
1 6 8 - E.g., Horn. II, 6, i n which t h e h e a r e r s are encouraged 
t o pray f o r t h o s e o u t s i d e t h e c h u r c h . 

1 6 9 . C a r r o l l , p.200. 

w o. ward, Bede and the Psalter, (The Jarrow L e c t u r e , 
Jarrow, 1991), pp.8-10. 
1 7 1 . Horn. I , 22. 
1 7 2 . H.E. V, 1 . 
1 7 3 . C a r r o l l , p.205 • 
1 7 4 . H.E. I , 17. 
1 7 5 . H.E. Ill, 16. 
1 7 6 . H.E. I l l , 23. 
1 7 7 . VPr. c.3. 
1 7 8 . VAnon. I I , 7; VPr. c. 10. 
1 7 9 . VAnon. IV, 9; VPr. c. 28. 
1 8 0 . VWilf. c.23. 
1 8 1 . VWilf. c.62. 
1 8 2 . VPr. c.8. 
1 8 3 . H.E. I I , 7. 
1 8 4 . VPr. c.30, VAnon. IV, 4. 
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1 8 5 . in Ep. VII Cath. V, 14-18. 
1 8 < 3 . Spiritual Teachings, p. 189. 
187- A New Dictionary of Christian Theology, p.590. 

1 8 8 - VAnon., IV, 3; VPr. c.29. 
1 8 9 . VAnon., IV, 5. 
1 9 0 - VPr. c.32. 
1 9 1 • Mnon. IV, 6, VPr. c.33. 

! 9 2 . Moon. IV, 7 ( c f . VPr. c. 2 5 ) . 
1 9 3 . vpr, c . 31. 

1 9 4 - Mnon. IV, 5. 

1 9 5 . There i s some c o n f u s i o n over t h e d a t i n g o f th e s e 
s t o r i e s . I n VAnon. and VMet. t h e y precede t h e account o f 
E g f r i t h ' s d e a t h , i n t h e VPr. t h e y f o l l o w i t . VAnon. adds t o 
t h e c o n f u s i o n by r e f e r r i n g i n IV, 3 t o a Comes Aldfridi 
regis and i n IV, 7 t o Ecgfridi regis comes. 

1 9 6 - H.E. V, 4. 
197- VAnon. IV, 3; VPr. c.29. 
1 9 8 . v, 5. 

1 9 9 . versus, 1207-9. 

2 0 0 - H.E. IV, 12. 
2 0 1 • Ep. ad Ecg. c.9. 
2 0 2 - Coming of Christianity, pp.130-6. 

2 0 3 . A d i s t i n c t i o n c l o s e t o t h a t i d e n t i f i e d by 
Wal1ace-Hadri11 as e x i s t i n g i n Bede's mind between t h e res 
o f t h e v i s i b l e church and t h e signa o f t h e church o f t h e 
s a i n t s (Historical Commentary, p p . x x v i i - x x v i i i ) . 

The s u b t i t l e q u o t a t i o n i s from H.E. I l l , 9. 
2 ° 4 . H.E. I , 17-20, c f . VGer. cc.12-19, 25-7. 
2 o s . H.E. I , 18. 

2 0 6 . H.E. I , 18, c f . VGer. c.15 

2 0 7 . H.A. c.6. 
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2 0 8 . vPr. c.41. VAnon. IV, 15 has 'ad r e l i q u i a s s a n c t o r u m 1 . 

20 9 - RolTason, Saints and Relics, p.25. 

2 i o . Above, pp.82-3. 
2 i i - R.C. Finucane, Miracles and Pilgrims (London, 1977), 
pp.23-4. 

2 1 2 . Ambrose, Ep. 61. 

2 1 3 . Brown, Cult of Saints, pp.87-8. 

2 i i - Signs of Sanctity, p.89. 

2 1 5 . Dial. I I , 38. 

2 1 6 . Brown, op. cit., p.88. 
2 1 7 . c . Thomas, Bede, Archaeology, and the Cult of Relics 
(The Jarrow L e c t u r e , Jarrow, 1973), p.7. 

2 1 8 . H.E. IV, 3. 

2 i 9 - H.E. IV, 6. 

2 2 0 . H.E. V, 18. 

2 2 1 - E.g., H.E. I l l , 13. 

2 2 2 . H.E. I l l , 9-10. 

2 2 3 . H.E. I l l , 17. 

2 2 4 . H.E. I l l , 16. 

2 2 5 . H.E. I l l , 9. 

2 2 6 . VGuth. c.42. 

2 2 7 . VGuth. c.45. 

2 2 8 . vPr. c.23. 

2 2 9 . H.E. I l l , 13. 

2 3 0 . H.E. IV, 32. 

231 . VAnon. IV, 16. 

2 3 2 . VGuth c.53 . 

2 3 3 . vWilf. c.66. 
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2 3 4 . vGreg. c.21 . 

2 3 5 . vPr. c . 4 3 , C f . Greg. Dial. I I , 38 

2 3 6 . VPr. c.43. 

2 3 7 . Retractatio XIX, 12. 

H.E. I l l , 12. 2 3 8 

The s u b t i t l e q u o t a t i o n from Romans 8 i s used by bo t h 
Stephen {VWilf. c.1) and F e l i x {VGuth. c.27) 

2 3 9 . VWilf. c.68. 

2 40 . VWilf. c. 1 . 
2 4 1 • T h i s i s t h e c e n t r a l argument o f Images of Sanctity 
( L e w i s t o n , 1992). 
2 4 2 • Stephen a l s o r e f e r s t o t h e c a l l o f Jeremiah, t h e 
theophany o f Moses a t t h e b u r n i n g bush, t h e coming o f t h e 
Holy S p i r i t a t Pentecost, and t h e Sermon on t h e Mount. 

2 4 3 . i t w i l l be argued i n c h a p t e r 5 t h a t some m i r a c l e 
s t o r i e s seem t o have been a r r a n g e d , and p o s s i b l y even 
r e - d a t e d , t o p r e s e n t a p a r t i c u l a r v e r s i o n o f r e c e n t 
hi s t o r y . 
244- VGuth. c.27. 

2 4 5 . Augustine's views on human d e p r a v i t y and t h e 
s o v e r e i g n t y o f grace i n p r e d e s t i n a t i o n permeate h i s works; 
see, H. Bettenson, The Later Christian Fathers ( O x f o r d , 
1970), pp.192-213. 
2 4 6 • In Cant. Cant., p r o ! . . 
2 4 7 • In Gen. I, 10. 
2 4 s - Retractatio IX, 11-12. 
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Chapter F i v e 

'Quasi Verax H i s t o r i c u s ' : The H i s t o r i o g r a p h i c a l c o n t e n t o f 

t h e m i r a c l e s t o r i e s . 

Modern s c h o l a r s have o f t e n asked how a h i s t o r i a n 
as c a r e f u l and as c r i t i c a l as t h e Venerable Bede 
c o u l d have i n c o r p o r a t e d so much ' h a g i o g r a p h i c a l 1 

m a t e r i a l i n t o h i s ' h i s t o r i c a l ' work - e s p e c i a l l y 
i n t o h i s Historia Ecclesiastics. Hagiography, 
a f t e r a l l , o f f e n d s modern s e n s i t i v i t i e s , and t h e 
use o f i t suggests t h a t Bede was e i t h e r a 
g u l l i b l e dupe o r a w i l l i n g l i a r . 1 

So W i l l a r d D i c k e r s o n summarizes t h e p e r c e i v e d problem which 

has been encountered t h r o u g h o u t t h i s t h e s i s , t h a t t h e 

m i r a c l e m a t e r i a l 2 i s an unwelcome i n t r u s i o n i n t o an 

h i s t o r i c a l n a r r a t i v e , and devalues t h e u t i l i t y o f t h e 

w r i t i n g f o r l a t e r h i s t o r i a n s . As D i c k e r s o n goes on t o 

argue, Bede would have seen t h i n g s v e r y d i f f e r e n t l y , as t h e 

m i r a c l e s t o r i e s served t o r e i n f o r c e t h e i m p r e s s i o n which he 

was se e k i n g t o c r e a t e , t h a t t h e h i s t o r y o f h i s own people 

was t o be un d e r s t o o d as p a r t o f t h e d i v i n e purpose. 3 As was 

argued i n c h a p t e r f o u r , t h e m i r a c l e m a t e r i a l accords w i t h 

t h e t h e o l o g i c a l b e l i e f s o f t h e t i m e , among which must be 

counted t h e d o c t r i n e o f e l e c t i o n . But we can go f u r t h e r ; 

t h e w r i t e r o f m i r a c l e s t o r i e s had no reason t o approach h i s 

sources w i t h t h e p r e j u d i c i a l s c e p t i c i s m o f our own 

g e n e r a t i o n , as f o r him t h e s t o r i e s were a p a r t o f t h e 

h i s t o r y . The d i s t i n c t i o n s w i t h which t h e m a t e r i a l has been 

approached, be t h e y Dickerson's 'hagiography / h i s t o r y ' , 

Jones' ' f a c t u a l / e t h i c a l t r u t h ' , 4 o r Colgrave's 'sober 
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h i s t o r y / wonder t a l e s ' , 5 need t o be j e t t i s o n e d . They would 

not have concerned t h e Anglo-Saxon w r i t e r s , and t h e r e i s 

l i t t l e reason why t h e y need concern u s . 6 

I n h i s a u t o b i o g r a p h i c a l summary a t t h e end o f t h e 

Historia Ecclesiastica, Bede seemed t o c o n s i d e r t h e words 

vita and historia i n t e r c h a n g e a b l e . 7 He groups as ' h i s t o r i e s 

o f t h e s a i n t s ' t h e ' l i v e s ' o f F e l i x , A n a s t a s i u s and 

C u t h b e r t ; t h e next i t e m i n t h e l i s t i s t h e ' h i s t o r y ' o f t h e 

abbots o f h i s own monastery, a l t h o u g h t h a t work i t s e l f 

b e g ins ' i n c i p i t v i t a . . . . ' . But t h i s i s not j u s t a m a t t e r o f 

nomenclature. Bede and h i s c o n t e m p o r a r i e s r e c o g n i z e d a 

u n i t y i n "sacred h i s t o r y ' ; t h a t which t h e y r e c o r d e d was, i n 

e f f e c t , an e x t e n s i o n o f t h e h i s t o r y recorded i n S c r i p t u r e , 8 

and so t h e y had no h e s i t a t i o n about u s i n g m i r a c l e s t o r i e s 

as v e h i c l e s f o r t h e t y p o l o g y t h a t t h e y found i n t h e B i b l e 

i t s e l f . The most obvious examples o f t h i s tendency occur i n 

t h e Vita Wilfridi. The f a n t a s t i c f i r e which g r e e t s 

W i l f r i d ' s b i r t h l i n k s t h e s a i n t t o Moses and t h e b u r n i n g 

bush (Exodus 3 ) , t o t h e appearance o f t h e Holy S p i r i t a t 

Pentecost ( A c t s 2 ) , and t o t h e Gospel r e f e r e n c e t o a l i g h t 

not hidden under a bushel (Matthew 5 . 1 5 ) . 9 S i m i l a r l y , i n 

t h e second m i r a c l e s t o r y , when W i l f r i d i s ambushed on t h e 

coast o f Sussex and h i s r e t i n u e h o l d o f f an a t t a c k u n t i l 

t h e t i d e makes an e a r l y r e t u r n t o save t h e m , 1 0 Stephen 

makes r e f e r e n c e t o t h e Balaam episode (Numbers 2 2 ) , t o 

David and G o l i a t h (1 Samuel 1 7 ) , t o Gideon (Judges 7-8), 

and t o t h r e e i n c i d e n t s i n t h e l i f e o f Moses (Exodus 5, 
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Exodus 17 and Deuteronomy 2 4 ) . Throughout t h e work t h e r e i s 

an u n d e r l y i n g E l i j a h t y p o l o g y , w i t h I r m i n g b u r g 

u n f 1 a t t e r i n g l y c a s t as a l a t t e r day J e z e b e l , 1 1 and w i t h t h e 

h e a l i n g o f Bothelm compared t o t h e r a i s i n g o f t h e widow o f 

Zarephath's son (1 Kings 1 7 . 1 7 - 2 4 ) . 1 2 The re p e a t e d l i g h t 

m o t i f , i n t h e b i r t h n a r r a t i v e , 1 3 i n t h e i l l u m i n a t i o n o f 

W i l f r i d ' s p r i s o n c e l l , 1 4 and i n t h e p o r t e n t a f t e r h i s 

d e a t h , 1 5 i s e x p l i c i t l y i n d i c a t e d t o r e p r e s e n t C h r i s t t h e 

l i g h t o f t h e W o r l d . 1 6 Foley has argued t h a t t h e p a t t e r n o f 

t h e vita was designed t o be a d e l i b e r a t e i m i t a t i o n o f t h e 

l i f e o f Andrew t h e A p o s t l e , and t h a t t h i s r e f l e c t s 

W i l f r i d ' s own s e l f - u n d e r s t a n d i n g , 1 7 but he concedes t h a t a 

s i m i l a r case c o u l d be made t h a t t h e l i f e was modelled on 

t h a t o f Simon P e t e r . 1 8 I t would a l s o be p o s s i b l e , as has 

been no t e d , t o argue f o r an ' E l i j a h s c r i p t ' u n d e r l y i n g 

Stephen's u n d e r s t a n d i n g o f h i s h e r o . 1 9 What i t a l l seems t o 

i n d i c a t e i s n ot t h a t Stephen had any one B i b l i c a l model, 

b u t t h a t he w r o t e i n an environment i n which he c o u l d be 

c o n f i d e n t t h a t h i s work would be r e c o g n i z e d t o c o n t i n u e t h e 

themes w i t h which h i s audience was f a m i l i a r from t h e i r 

knowledge o f S c r i p t u r e . His h i s t o r y was an e x t e n s i o n o f t h e 

h i s t o r y o f I s r a e l and t h e e a r l y Church. 

Another reason t o d i s m i s s t h e d i s t i n c t i o n between 

h i s t o r y and hagiography as a n a c h r o n i s t i c i s t o be found i n 

t h e method used by and t h e m o t i v a t i o n o f t h e a u t h o r s , as a 

comparison o f t h e p r e f a c e t o t h e Historia Ecclesiastica 

w i t h t h a t t o t h e Vita Cuthberti i n d i c a t e s . I n b o t h , Bede 

Chapter F i v e 



295 

w r i t e s o f h i s c a r e t o check h i s sources, o f t h e d e d i c a t e e 

having had an o p p o r t u n i t y a l r e a d y t o peruse t h e work, o f 

h i s i n t e n t i o n t h a t h i s w r i t i n g s h o u l d i n s p i r e t h e r e a d e r s 

t o g r e a t e r f a i t h and d e v o t i o n , and o f h i s hope t h a t p r a y e r s 

might be made f o r him. Taken t o g e t h e r w i t h t h e u n i t a r y 

purpose suggested by t h e summary o f works a t t h e end o f t h e 

Historia, i t seems p e r v e r s e t o b e l i e v e t h a t Bede s u f f e r e d 

from t h e academic s c h i z o p h r e n i a which some have wished t o 

d i a g n o s e . 2 0 

The m i r a c l e s t o r i e s a r e but one ground f o r b e l i e v i n g 

t h a t Bede was not alone i n t h i s view o f t h e u n i t y o f 

s c h o l a r s h i p . The s i m i l a r i t y o f h i s Vita Cuthberti t o t h a t 

o f t h e Anonymous o f L i n d i s f a r n e , t h e ways i n which t h o s e 

works are comparable w i t h t h e o t h e r s here under 

c o n s i d e r a t i o n , and t h e manner i n which a l l t h e works are 

inf o r m e d by t h e w r i t e r s ' t h e o l o g y , suggest t h a t Bede 

r e f l e c t e d an u n d e r s t a n d i n g common a t t h e t i m e . Hagiography 

was h i s t o r y ; i t was p a r t o f t h e account o f God's d e a l i n g s 

w i t h humankind and o f humans' d e a l i n g s w i t h one a n o t h e r . He 

( o r she) who composed t h e vita o f a s a i n t , complete w i t h an 

account o f whatever m i r a c l e s t h a t s a i n t had worked, was 

verax historicus. 

' A l i o q u i n t a c e r e quam f a l s a d i c e r e maluissem': m i r a c l e s and 

v e r a c i t y . 

That t h e m i r a c l e s t o r i e s a re not out o f p l a c e i n t h e 

works which c o n t a i n them i s c l e a r ; b u t t h e i r p a r t i c u l a r 
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n a t u r e means t h a t t h e y can be analysed as a s e p a r a t e genre, 

an a n a l y s i s which not o n l y y i e l d s u s e f u l h i s t o r i c a l 

i n f o r m a t i o n , 2 1 but p o i n t s t o t h e way i n which our w r i t e r s 

approached t h e i r m a t e r i a l . I t i s an approach which may not 

have been c o n f i n e d t o those who worked w i t h i n k and 

parchment; as we have seen, t h e o r a l t r a n s m i s s i o n o f t h e 

s t o r i e s was r e s p o n s i b l e f o r much o f t h e i n t e r n a l m e a n i ng. 2 2 

P r i o r t o t h e e x a m i n a t i o n o f t h e way i n which t h e m i r a c l e s 

show us t h e shape o f h i s t o r i c a l w r i t i n g , i t i s u s e f u l t o 

survey what i s known o f t h e way i n which t h e s t o r i e s were 

g a t h e r e d , and o f t h e sources who a r e quoted as t e s t i f y i n g 

t o t h e i r v e r a c i t y . 

A n a l y s i s o f t h e sources f o r t h e m i r a c l e s t o r i e s i s l e s s 

s t r a i g h t f o r w a r d than might a t f i r s t appear. I n t h e 

appendices t o t h i s t h e s i s , t h e source f o r each s t o r y i s 

g i v e n i n as f a r as i t can be a s c e r t a i n e d . 2 3 I n many cases 

t h a t p r e s e n t s no problem, as e i t h e r t h e a u t h o r has s t a t e d 

h i s a u t h o r i t y f o r t h e s t o r y i n c o n t e x t o f t h e t e l l i n g , or 

t h e w i t n e s s e s c i t e d i n t h e f o r e w o r d can be assumed t o have 

r e l a t e d i n d i v i d u a l s t o r i e s . For example, F e l i x o n l y once 

quotes an a u t h o r i t y f o r an i n d i v i d u a l s t o r y , t h a t b e i n g 

Beccel, G u t h l a c ' s l o n g - t i m e companion on C r o w l a n d , 2 4 

a l t h o u g h even here i t i s not c l e a r t h a t t h e s t o r y was t o l d 

d i r e c t l y t o F e l i x . I n t h e p r o l o g u e , however, we are t o l d 

t h a t t h e w r i t e r gleaned h i s i n f o r m a t i o n from a number o f 

r e l i a b l e w i t n e s s e s who knew G u t h l a c , c h i e f amongst whom 

were an abbot W i l f r i d , who appears as a c h a r a c t e r i n a 
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number o f t h e s t o r i e s , 2 5 and t h e p r i e s t C i s s a , who 

i n h e r i t e d G u t h l a c ' s h e r m i t a g e a f t e r h i s d e a t h . 2 6 We can 

t h e r e f o r e assume t h a t i t was v i a one o f t h e s e two, or from 

Beccel , or from a n o t h e r o f those who had d e a l i n g s w i t h 

G u t h l a c , and who were known both t o F e l i x and A e l f w a l d ( t h e 

d e d i c a t e e ) , 2 7 t h a t t h e accounts o f t h o s e m i r a c l e s a t which 

none o f them i s r e c o r d e d as b e i n g p r e s e n t came, presumably 

because Guthlac h i m s e l f t o l d t h e m , 2 8 or because t h e y heard 

i t from someone e l s e who was p r e s e n t . 2 9 However, we cannot 

presume t h a t any o f those was p r e s e n t a t t h e b i r t h o f t h e 

s a i n t ; F e l i x 1 a u t h o r i t y f o r t h a t s t o r y seems t o be 

'vagabundus r u m o r ' . 3 0 

The p o l i c y adopted by t h e Anonymous o f L i n d i s f a r n e was 

somewhat d i f f e r e n t . There i s no i n t r o d u c t i o n t o t h e main 

sources used a t t h e b e g i n n i n g o f t h e work, but t h r o u g h o u t 

t h e r e are r e f e r e n c e s t o those from whom he heard t h e 

s t o r i e s . I n o n l y t w e l v e o f t h e t h i r t y - o n e m i r a c l e s t o r i e s 

i s t h e source l i s t e d a t t h a t p o i n t ; 3 1 however, i t i s not 

d i f f i c u l t t o a s c e r t a i n t h e o r i g i n o f most o f t h e o t h e r s . 

Seven o f t h e 'unsourced' t o o k p l a c e on L i n d i s f a r n e or 

Fame, and were w i t n e s s e d by members o f t h e Anonymous' own 

community; 3 2 f i v e t o o k p l a c e d u r i n g C u t h b e r t ' s m i n i s t r y i n 

t h e w i d e r community, 3 3 and i t i s c l e a r t h a t h i s c a t e c h i z i n g 

or b a p t i z i n g m i s s i o n s were r a r e l y , i f ever, accomplished 

s o l o . That l e a v e s o n l y seven s t o r i e s . C u t h b e r t ' s prophecy 

o f t h e death o f E c g f r i t h was made t o A e l f f l a e d , 3 4 who i s 

c i t e d by t h e Anonymous as h i s a u t h o r i t y f o r a n o t h e r 
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s t o r y . 3 5 The c u r e o f Hildmer's w i f e o c c u r r e d w h i l s t 

C u t h b e r t was praepositus o f L i n d i s f a r n e , and a l t h o u g h we 

are not t o l d t h a t he was accompanied by monks when he 

responded t o t h e noble's p l e a f o r h e l p , t h e r e i s no reason 

t o b e l i e v e t h a t he went a l o n e . 3 6 The account o f H e r e b e r t 

s h a r i n g C u t h b e r t ' s death i s more p r o b l e m a t i c , as o n l y t h e 

two o f them c o u l d have known t h e c o n t e n t o f t h e i r 

c o n v e r s a t i o n , and n e i t h e r c o u l d have t e s t i f i e d a f t e r w a r d s 

t o t h e accuracy o f t h e p r o p h e c y . 3 7 The o t h e r t h r e e s t o r i e s 

a l l date from C u t h b e r t ' s e a r l y y e a r s , 3 8 and o n l y i n t h e 

case of t h e v i s i o n o f Aidan's soul ascending i n t o heaven, 

were o t h e r m o r t a l s p r e s e n t . 3 9 There are i n d i c a t i o n s t h a t 

C u t h b e r t spoke about h i s own e x p e r i e n c e o f t h e m i r a c u l o u s ; 

t h e s t o r y o f t h e c h i l d p r o p h e s y i n g about h i s f u t u r e 

g r e a t n e s s i s a t t r i b u t e d t o Tumma and o t h e r s h a v i n g heard i t 

from t h e s a i n t h i m s e l f , 4 0 and, i n both t h e s t o r y o f t h e 

angel c u r i n g h i s knee and t h e m i r a c u l o u s g i f t o f bread, t h e 

Anonymous mentions t h a t C u t h b e r t spoke t o o t h e r s o f h i s 

d e a l i n g s w i t h a n g e l s . 4 1 

I n s h o r t , w i t h t h e e x c e p t i o n o f those l a s t two m i r a c l e s 

( f o r which t h e source was p r o b a b l y C u t h b e r t h i m s e l f ) , and 

t h e shared d e a t h (which i s l i k e l y t o have been based on 

something C u t h b e r t s a i d b e f o r e he d i e d ) , t h e r e i s n o t h i n g 

i n t h e Anonymous Vita f o r which a source i s not i m p l i e d o r 

s t a t e d . That h i g h s t a n d a r d o f r e p o r t i n g seems t o have been 

r e q u i r e d on L i n d i s f a r n e , i f Bede's p r e f a c e t o h i s prose 

l i f e i s t o be b e l i e v e d . A f t e r s t r e s s i n g t h e care t h a t he 
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had t a k e n t o ensure t h a t t h e r e were t h o s e p r e p a r e d t o 

t e s t i f y t o what he was r e p o r t i n g , Bede c o n t i n u e d : 

Quorum e t i a m nomina i n i p s o l i b r o a l i q u o t i e n s ob 
certum c o g n i t a e v e r i t a t i s i n d i t i u m apponenda 
i u d i c a v i , e t s i c demum ad scedulas manum m i t t e r e 
i n c i p i o . At d i g e s t o o p usculo sed adhuc i n 
s c e d u l i s r e t e n t o , f r e q u e n t e r e t r e v e r e n t i s s i m o 
f r a t r i n o s t r o H e r e f r i d o p r e s b i t e r o hue 
a d v e n t a n t i , e t a l i i s q u i d i u t i u s cum v i r o Dei 
c o n v e r s a t i v i t a m i l l i u s optime n o v e r a n t , quae 
s c r i p s i 1egenda atque ex tempore p r a e s t i t i 
r e t r a c t a n d a , ac n o n n u l l a ad a r b i t r i u m eorum p r o u t 
v i d e b a n t u r sedulus emandavi... 4 2 

The d r a f t had a l s o been sent t o t h e seniores a t 

L i n d i s f a r n e , so t h a t t h e y m i g h t amend and approve i t . To 

t h e i m p l i c a t i o n o f t h i s s t a t e m e n t we s h a l l r e t u r n ; f o r now 

i t i s p e r t i n e n t t o note t h o s e s t o r i e s i n which Bede does 

name h i s source. 

There are f o r t y - s i x m i r a c l e s recorded i n t h e Prose 

L i f e , i n c l u d i n g a l l t h o s e i n t h e Anonymous 1 v e r s i o n o f 

e v e n t s . 4 3 I n t h o s e t h i r t y - o n e ' d u p l i c a t e s ' , Bede g i v e s h i s 

source s i x t i m e s . I n o n l y two cases i s t h e source quoted 

t h e same as t h a t used i n t h e e a r l i e r v e r s i o n ; 4 4 l i k e t h e 

Anonymous, Bede r e c o r d s t h a t t h e cure o f a nun, was r e l a t e d 

by her r e l a t i o n , A e t h i l w a l d o f M e l r o s e , 4 5 and t h a t t h e 

h e a l i n g o f a nobleman's s e r v a n t came from a n o t h e r s e r v a n t , 

now a monk, a l t h o u g h o n l y Bede p r o v i d e s t h e name, 

B a l d h e l m . 4 6 Whereas f o r t h e i n c i d e n t w i t h t h e o t t e r s and 

t h e p r y i n g monk's subsequent c u r e , t h e Anonymous c i t e d a 

monk o f Melrose ( P l e c g i l s ) , Bede has a source from 

C o ldingham. 4 7 H e r e f r i t h i s g i v e n as Bede's a u t h o r i t y f o r 

t h e s t o r y o f Wahlstod's c u r e a t C u t h b e r t ' s deathbed, which 
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t h e Anonymous c l a i m e d t o have known from t h e cured man, 4 8 

and f o r t h e p r o b l e m a t i c s t o r y o f t h e l u n c h t h a t C u t h b e r t ' s 

horse f o u n d , Bede quotes a monk o f Wearmouth, I n g w a l d , who 

m a i n t a i n e d t h a t he had heard i t from C u t h b e r t h i m s e l f . 4 9 

For t h e f i f t e e n s t o r i e s which a r e not t o be found i n 

t h e Anonymous 1 l i f e , Bede i s more c a r e f u l t o s t a t e h i s 

sources. For f i v e o f them, Bede's i n f o r m a n t was H e r e f r i t h , 

who c l a i m e d t o have heard t h e t h r e e s t o r i e s about t h e 

g i r d l e t h a t d i s a p p e a r e d from A e l f f l a e d , 5 0 and p r o v i d e d Bede 

w i t h t h e n a r r a t i v e o f B o i s i l ' s prophecy and C u t h b e r t ' s 

r e c o v e r y from i l l n e s s ; 5 1 we might a l s o presume t h a t he was 

th e source f o r t h e s t o r y o f B o i s i l ' s prophecy about E a t a . 5 2 

S u r p r i s i n g l y , t h e r e i s another Melrose source, S i g f r i t h , 

mentioned when Bede r e l a t e s t h e s t o r y o f B o i s i l ' s 

m a r v e l l o u s f o r e s i g h t on t h e oc c a s i o n o f C u t h b e r t ' s 

a r r i v a l . 5 3 The s t o r y o f t h e uncooked goose i s c r e d i t e d t o 

Cynimund, one o f t h e monks i n v o l v e d . 5 4 I t i s n o t e w o r t h y 

t h a t Bede t o o k c a r e t o name h i s a u t h o r i t y on t h i s o c c a s i o n 

s i n c e , as we have seen, f o r most o f t h e s t o r i e s on Fame 

both a u t h o r s seem happy not t o be s p e c i f i c . For t h r e e 

s t o r i e s , 5 5 Bede had sources w i t h i n h i s own community, 

a l t h o u g h none o f them i s named. His c o n f r e r e who was 

r e s p o n s i b l e f o r t h e s t o r y o f t h e monks rescued from 

drowning d i d not c l a i m t o be t h e r e , but Bede argues t h a t 

t h ose f r o m whom he l e a r n e d i t were s i m p l e r u s t i c s . 5 6 

The r e m a i n i n g f o u r s t o r i e s c l e a r l y p r e s e n t e d some 

d i f f i c u l t i e s i n t h e p r o v i s i o n o f a source. Bede i n c l u d e s an 
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anecdote, which ( l i k e t h a t o f C u t h b e r t t u r n i n g water i n t o 

w i n e ) 5 7 was p r o b a b l y known t o t h e Anonymous but not 

i n c l u d e d by him; i n i t a gesith named Hildmer was c u r e d 

when he drank water i n which had been p l a c e d some bread 

t h a t had e a r l i e r , and presumably f o r a d i f f e r e n t purpose, 

been b l e s s e d by C u t h b e r t . 5 8 Bede does not g i v e a source; 

presumably, Hildmer was a f i g u r e a l r e a d y w e l l enough known 

a t L i n d i s f a r n e f o r t h e s t o r y t o be c r e d i b l e w i t h o u t any 

a t t e s t a t i o n . 5 9 S i m i l a r l y , Bede's u n d e r s t a n d i n g o f t h e psalm 

sung a t t h e t i m e o f C u t h b e r t ' s death b e i n g p r o p h e t i c a l l y 

f u l f i l l e d i n t h e u n s p e c i f i e d d i f f i c u l t i e s which t h e 

community underwent t h e f o l l o w i n g year would o n l y have t o l d 

t h e audience something t h a t t h e y a l r e a d y knew, i f perhaps 

p r e s e n t i n g i t i n a new way. 6 0 To C u t h b e r t ' s d r i v i n g t h e 

b i r d s from h i s crops t h e r e were no w i t n e s s e s ; 6 1 Bede 

re c o r d s t h a t t h e s t o r y had come from C u t h b e r t ' s own mouth. 

He makes a s i m i l a r c l a i m when r e l a t i n g t h e episode o f t h e 

a n g e l i c v i s i t o r whom C u t h b e r t e n t e r t a i n e d a t R i p o n ; 6 2 

whereas t h e Anonymous a t t r i b u t e s t h e s t o r y t o ' t r u s t w o r t h y 

w i t n e s s e s ' , Bede r e p o r t s t h a t C u t h b e r t t a l k e d about h i s own 

m i r a c l e s , as t h e f i n a l unsourced m i r a c l e , C u t h b e r t ' s 

prophecy o f t h e plague on L i n d i s f a r n e , i n d i c a t e s . 6 3 T h i s 

m i r a c l e i s o n l y i n c l u d e d because C u t h b e r t h i m s e l f t a l k e d 

about i t i n a sermon; how Bede came t o hear o f i t , we are 

not t o l d . 6 4 The q u e s t i o n t h a t t h i s then seems t o have 

r a i s e d i n Bede's mind i s whether i t was p r o p e r f o r a s a i n t 

t o t e l l o t h e r s o f h i s w o n d e r f u l deeds, a l t h o u g h t h i s i s 
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c l e a r l y not an i s s u e o f v e r a c i t y . The danger was not t h a t 

t h e s t o r i e s might be u n r e l i a b l e , but t h a t such b o a s t i n g was 

l e s s t h a n humble. Bede o f f e r s a double defence: t h a t i t was 

f o r t h e good o f o t h e r s t h a t he should t e l l them o f t h e 

b e n e f i t s o f h i s f a i t h , 6 5 and t h a t C u t h b e r t was modest 

enough sometimes t o t a l k o f h i s own m i r a c l e s i n t h e t h i r d 

person, as i f t h e y were someone e l s e ' s . 6 6 That Bede should 

have w r e s t l e d i n t h i s way w i t h a problem i m p l i e d by, but 

not t a c k l e d i n , t h e Anonymous' Vita, and t h a t he should 

t a k e such c a r e t o p r o v i d e a t t e s t a t i o n f o r s t o r i e s not i n 

t h e e a r l i e r account, suggest t h a t e i t h e r t h e i n s t r u c t i o n s 

o f t h e community or h i s own p r e c i s i o n caused him t o take 

e s p e c i a l c a r e t o demonstrate t h a t what he had w r i t t e n was 

c r e d i b l e . 

Stephen, i n t h e Vita Wilfridi, was much l e s s c a r e f u l t o 

s t a t e h i s sources. A l t h o u g h i n t h e p r e f a c e he a s s e r t e d , 

'Neque enim me quicquam audaci t e m e r i t a t e , n i s i quod 

compertum e t probatum a f i d e l i b u s s i t , s c r i p s i s s e 

a r b i t r e n t u r . . . ' , 6 7 t h e words are almost e n t i r e l y drawn from 

t h e Anonymous Vita Cuthberti, so might be ta k e n as a 

f o r m u l a i c i n t r o d u c t i o n r a t h e r t h a n a st a t e m e n t o f f a c t ; who 

these f a i t h f u l people were i s not r e p o r t e d . On o n l y t h r e e 

o c c a s i o n s i s t h e source u n e q u i v o c a l l y s t a t e d i n t h e c o n t e x t 

of t h e s t o r y ; Aebbe, w i f e o f t h e praefectus o f B r o n i n i s J "is 

s a i d t o have recount e d t h e n a r r a t i v e o f her own h e a l i n g , 6 8 

t h e r o y a l abbesses A e l f f l a e d and A e t h i l b e r g t o l d Stephen o f 

A l d f r i t h ' s d e a t h , which was i n t e r p r e t e d as d i v i n e 
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punishment f o r h i s m a l t r e a t m e n t o f t h e b i s h o p , 6 9 and 

Stephen h i m s e l f w i t n e s s e d t h e arc i n t h e sky on t h e 

a n n i v e r s a r y o f W i l f r i d ' s d e a t h . 7 0 However, t h i s p a u c i t y o f 

a t t e s t a t i o n i s more apparent t h a n r e a l . For many o f t h e 

o t h e r s t o r i e s i t i s p o s s i b l e t o deduce t h a t Stephen's 

source was one o f t h e monks who were w i t h W i l f r i d a t t h e 

t i m e , and t h a t may have been enough f o r t h o s e who 

commissioned t h e work. T h i s i s ve r y much a l i f e w r i t t e n 

w i t h i n and f o r a monastic paruchia, almost c e r t a i n l y 

composed w i t h i n a few years o f W i l f r i d ' s d e a t h , p o s s i b l y as 

e a r l y as 7 1 0 . 7 1 The c l o s i n g c h a p t e r t e l l s us t h a t i n t h a t 

year t h e r e was a g r e a t meeting o f t h e W i l f r i d i a n 

b r o t h e r h o o d , and i t c o u l d be t h a t i t was t h e r e t h a t Stephen 

was asked t o undertake t h e w r i t i n g , and t h a t t h e r e he 

c o l l e c t e d h i s i n f o r m a t i o n . So c l o s e t o e v e n t s , 7 2 and t o 

those who t o l d him o f them, he appears t o have f e l t t h a t he 

d i d not need t o name names, u n l e s s h i s sources be o u t s i d e 

t h e paruchia, as were t h e d i s t i n g u i s h e d females whom he 

c i t e s . A f t e r a l l , as t h i s vita was b o t h f o r W i l f r i d ' s 

f ami Ha and from W i l f r i d ' s familia, i t s purpose seems t o 

have been t o t e l l them t h a t which t h e y a l r e a d y knew. 7 3 

P r e c i s e l y t h e same i s i m p l i e d i n t h e p r e f a c e t o Bede's 

Prose L i f e o f C u t h b e r t . E a d f r i t h seems t o have commissioned 

t h e vita i n o r d e r t o have a r e c o r d o f t h e s t o r i e s a l r e a d y 

c i r c u l a t i n g i n t h e community, perhaps even t o have them 

s u b j e c t e d t o some s o r t o f t e s t o f t h e i r t r u s t w o r t h i n e s s . 7 4 

I t might be t h a t here we f i n d t h e answer t o t h e p u z z l e o f 
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why Bede was asked t o w r i t e t h e prose l i f e a t a l l . 7 5 Was i t 

deemed by t h e community a t L i n d i s f a r n e more f i t t i n g f o r a 

n o t a b l e o u t s i d e r t o have g i v e n a u t h o r i t y t o t h e i r c l a i m s by 

ch e c k i n g and r e c o r d i n g t h e l i f e o f t h e s a i n t whose c u l t 

t h e y were p r o m o t i n g , than f o r t h e i r p r e t e n s i o n s t o r e s t on 

t h e word o f one o f t h e i r own? I t i s hard t o see how such an 

h y p o t h e s i s can ever be proven, b u t i t does p r o v i d e one 

s o l u t i o n t o t h e m y s t e r y . 7 6 

The same r i g o r o u s s t a n d a r d o f i n v e s t i g a t i o n was a p p l i e d 

by Bede t o h i s m a t e r i a l f o r t h e Historia Ecclesiastica.77 

The i n t r o d u c t o r y c h a p t e r l i s t s t h e a u t h o r i t i e s on which 

Bede's account depended i n o r d e r t h a t i t might be 

b e l i e v e d . 7 8 But named sources f o r i n d i v i d u a l s t o r i e s a re 

o f f e r e d from t i m e t o t i m e . As Rosenthal p o i n t e d o u t , 7 9 t h i s 

p r a c t i c e i s more p r e v a l e n t i n t h e l a t t e r p a r t o f t h e work, 

but t h a t may s i m p l y be t h a t i t was more d i f f i c u l t t o f i n d 

l i v i n g w i t n e s s e s t o e a r l i e r e v e n t s . 8 0 However, i t i s o f t e n 

p o s s i b l e e i t h e r t o i d e n t i f y a w r i t t e n source which Bede 

does not m e n t i o n , 8 1 o r , as w i t h F e l i x , t o l i n k t h e sources 

l i s t e d i n t h e p r e f a c e w i t h i n d i v i d u a l s t o r i e s . 8 2 So, f o r 

example, Bede does n ot g i v e h i s source f o r t h e m i r a c l e o f 

l i g h t above t h e tomb o f P e t e r , t h e h e a l i n g o f t h e b l i n d man 

by A u g u s t i n e , Lawrence's s c o u r g i n g by t h e a p o s t l e P e t e r , or 

t h e o c c a s i o n when M e l l i t u s changed t h e d i r e c t i o n o f t h e 

wind t o save C a n t e r b u r y from f i r e , 8 3 b u t t h e f i r s t o f t h e 

acknowledgements i n t h e p r e f a c e i s t o A l b i n u s o f 

Ca n t e r b u r y , ' a u c t o r ante omnes atque a u d i t o r ' , who 
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' . . . d i 1 i g e n t e r omnia quae i n i p s a Cantuariorum p r o v i n c i a 

v e l e t i a m i n c o n t i g u i s eidem r e g i o n i b u s a d i s c i p u l i s b e a t i 

papae G r e g o r i i gesta f u e r e , v e l monimentis l i t t e r a r u m v e l 

seniorum t r a d i t i o n e c o g n o v e r a t . 1 8 4 We might a l s o assume 

t h a t t h e s t o r y o f P a u l i n u s and Edwin came from Bede's 

Cant e r b u r y source, h a v i n g been r e l a t e d a f t e r P a u l i n u s 1 

r e t u r n t o R o c h e s t e r . 8 5 

The sources f o r each o f t h e m i r a c l e s i n books I I I t o V, 

as f a r as t h e y can be i d e n t i f i e d are l i s t e d i n t h e 

appendix. Given t h a t Bede t e l l s h i s readers t h a t he has had 

i n f o r m a n t s f o r events i n t h e r e g i o n s o f t h e East, South and 

West Saxons, M e r c i a , t h e East Angles, Lindsey and 

N o r t h u m b r i a , 8 6 and t h a t i n a number o f cases Bede i n c l u d e s 

t h e name o f h i s source as he r e l a t e s t h e s t o r y , 8 7 t h e r e i s 

no m i r a c l e s t o r y i n t h e whole o f t h e Historia f o r which we 

are unable a t l e a s t t o make a guess a t Bede's source. There 

i s a small number o f problem areas. Bede does n o t g i v e an 

a u t h o r i t y f o r t h e n a r r a t i v e c o n c e r n i n g Earcongota a t 

F a r e m o u t i e r s ; 8 8 Wal1ace-Hadri11 was p r o b a b l y r i g h t t o p o s i t 

a F r a n k i s h s o u r c e . 8 9 S i m i l a r l y , Bede does not name h i s 

S t r e o n e s h a l h source, but we might assume t h a t h i s e x c e l l e n t 

sources f o r t h e John o f B e v e r l e y may have been r e s p o n s i b l e 

f o r t h e accounts o f Hi I d and Caedmon a l s o . 9 0 I t i s 

d i f f i c u l t t o i d e n t i f y a source f o r t h e s t o r i e s f rom I r e l a n d 

and t h a t o f t h e two Hewalds; 9 1 t h e s e may have been r e l a t e d 

by W i l l i b r o r d t o Acca, t h e r e may have been an 

unacknowledged I r i s h s o urce, or i t may be t h a t Lastingham 
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p r e s e r v e d t h e t r a d i t i o n s about E c g b e r t . 9 2 

That t h e c i t a t i o n o f r e l i a b l e w i t n e s s e s a s s i s t e d an 

a u t h o r ' s c r e d i b i l i t y i s shown by t h e Anonymous o f 

S t r e o n e s h a l h . I t i s ob v i o u s t h a t t h e Vita Gregorii was 

composed i n t h e t e e t h o f a s h o r t a g e o f e v i d e n c e . 9 3 Only f o r 

t h e account o f t h e d i s c o v e r y o f Edwin's corpse and t h e 

v i s i o n o f s p i r i t s v i s i t i n g t h e i r bodies on t h e b a t t l e - f i e l d 

i s a source i d e n t i f i e d , an unnamed monastic who was r e l a t e d 

t o Trimma, t h e v i s i o n a r y . 9 4 For t h e anecdote o f t h e dove 

r e s t i n g on Gregory's head, a famiTiaris o f Gregory's 

household i s quoted, a l t h o u g h t h e w r i t e r i s e x t r e m e l y vague 

as t o how i t reached h i m . 9 5 T h i s i s t h e case w i t h most o f 

t h e s t o r i e s ; phrases such as ' f e r t u r a v i d e n t i b u s ' , 'vetus 

r e l a t i o ' , 'quidam de n o s t r i s d i c u n t . . . ' 9 6 , are as s p e c i f i c 

a r e f e r e n c e as t h e Anonymous seems a b l e t o o f f e r . The o n l y 

s t o r y f o r which we are c e r t a i n o f t h e source ( t h e one drawn 

from t h e Dialogi and acknowledged as such) i s so i l l - t o l d 

t h a t i t i s i m p o s s i b l e t o b e l i e v e t h a t t h e w r i t e r had access 

t o t h e w o r k . 9 7 There i s no acknowledgement i n t h e p r o l o g u e 

o f t h o s e who had p r o v i d e d i n f o r m a t i o n , " t h e Anonymous o n l y 

r e v e a l s t h a t h i s sources were ' a n c i e n t and d i v e r s e ' . 9 8 The 

r e s u l t i s t h a t t h e whole work seems t o s t r u g g l e a g a i n s t a 

conscious l a c k o f c r e d i b i l i t y . 

A l l o f t h i s suggests t h a t f o r t h e e i g h t h - c e n t u r y 

w r i t e r s t h e i s s u e o f f a c t u a l v e r a c i t y was i m p o r t a n t . They 

appear h a p p i e r w i t h t h e i r m a t e r i a l i f t h e i r audience c o u l d 

be t o l d whence i t o r i g i n a t e d , and h a p p i e r s t i l l i f t h e 
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w i t n e s s was a p r i e s t or r e l i g i o u s . The view o f h i s t o r y 

which seems t o l i e behind every one these works i s t h a t i t 

i s a r e c o r d o f 'what we b e l i e v e about o u r s e l v e s ' . Perhaps 

t h a t i s what Bede meant when he used t h e phrase t h a t has 

e x c i t e d so much comment, 'vera l e x h i s t o r i a e ' . 9 9 

L i t t l e i s served by r e h e a r s i n g t h e c o m p l i c a t e d 

arguments t h a t have been conducted over t h e meaning o f 

those t h r e e words, from Plummer's a s s e r t i o n t h a t t h e y 

i n d i c a t e d t h e c r e d u l i t y w i t h which Bede accepted what he 

heard from h i s s o u r c e s , 1 0 0 t h r o u g h Jones' a t t e m p t t o 

d i v o r c e t h e ' t r u e law' from l i t e r a l t r u t h , 1 0 1 t o Ray's 

i d e n t i f i c a t i o n o f Bede's u n d e r s t a n d i n g w i t h t h e p r i n c i p l e s 

o f r h e t o r i c and t h e t e a c h i n g o f Jerome and I s i d o r e . 1 0 2 A l l 

t h a t need be noted here i s t h a t t h e r e i s no reason t o 

b e l i e v e t h a t any o f our w r i t e r s , w i t h t h e p o s s i b l e 

e x c e p t i o n i n one i n s t a n c e o f t h e Anonymous o f 

S t r e o n e s h a l h , 1 0 3 recorded a n y t h i n g t h a t t h e y themselves 

b e l i e v e d t o be f a l s e . 1 0 4 The w r i t e r o f t h e Vita Gregorii 

a t t e m p t s t o assure h i s r e a d e r s o f t h e t r u t h o f h i s account, 

but a p o l o g i z e s t h a t he has been dependent on t h e ' v u l g a t a ' 

f o r h i s i n f o r m a t i o n , r a t h e r t h a n on e y e - w i t n e s s e s . 1 0 5 Not, 

g e n e r a l l y speaking, t h a t common r e p o r t was something t o be 

d e s p i s e d . One o f t h e c o n v e n t i o n s o f t h e s t y l i z e d p r o l o g u e s 

i s t h a t t h e readers w i l l have a l r e a d y heard many o f t h e 

m i r a c l e s t h a t are t o be r e l a t e d from t h e 'sermo 

r e f e r e n t i u r n 1 . 1 0 6 The t a s k o f t h e h i s t o r i a n , as i s made 

c l e a r by Bede i n t h e p r e f a c e t o t h e Vita Prosaica, was t o 
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t e s t and v e r i f y t h a t r e p o r t . The h i s t o r y t h u s produced may 

not be i n e r r a n t , 1 0 7 but i f t h e h i s t o r i a n has examined as 

f a r as he i s a b l e t h e fama vulgante which he has c o l l e c t e d , 

and has shown good reason t o b e l i e v e i t , he has f u l f i l l e d 

t h e vera lex historiae. For t h i s purpose, t h e moral 

c h a r a c t e r o f t h e w i t n e s s e s c i t e d was not i r r e l e v a n t , and 

t h e f a c t t h a t almost a l l o f them are r e l i g i o u s i n d i c a t e s 

t h a t these were t h e people whose word f e l l o w e c c l e s i a s t i c s 

c o u l d t r u s t . 1 0 8 

As Sr Be n e d i c t a Ward concludes from her s t u d y o f 

mediaeval m i r a c l e s t o r i e s , ' [ m i r a c l e s ] are i n t i m a t e l y 

a s s o c i a t e d w i t h t h e s o c i e t y i n which t h e y t a k e p l a c e ' . 1 0 9 

I n s e v e n t h - and e i g h t h - c e n t u r y England, t h a t s o c i e t y was 

monastic. The index o f l o c a t i o n s o f m i r a c l e s t o r i e s i n t h e 

appendix shows t h e dominance o f 'monastic s i t u a t i o n s ' , a 

term used w i t h some h e s i t a n c y ; 'monasteriurn' i s a noun 

avoided by some s c h o l a r s o f t h i s p e r i o d because i t i s f e l t 

t h a t i t i m p l i e s t h e B e n e d i c t i n i s m o f t h e l a t e r m i d d l e ages, 

not t h e v a r i e t y o f r e l i g i o u s l i f e p r a c t i c e d i n t h e seventh 

and e i g h t h c e n t u r i e s . 1 1 0 For t h e p r e s e n t purpose, a 

'monastic s i t u a t i o n ' i s i d e n t i f i e d as t h e scene o f a 

m i r a c l e i f i t be (a) w i t h i n t h e c o n f i n e s o f a m o n a s t e r y , 1 1 1 

( b ) w i t h i n an abbey c h u r c h , 1 1 2 or ( c ) o u t s i d e any 

e c c l e s i a s t i c a l s e t t i n g but i n t h e company o f monks and p a r t 

o f a monastic e r r a n d . Taking t h o s e c r i t e r i a , a l l o f t h e 

works l o c a t e t h e i r m i r a c l e s w i t h i n 'monastic s i t u a t i o n s ' t o 

an overwhelming d e g r e e . 1 1 3 The most d i f f i c u l t t o a n a l y s e , 
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and t h e one l e a s t l i k e l y t o conform t o t h e t r e n d , g i v e n t h e 

d i f f e r e n t n a t u r e o f i t s m a t e r i a l , i s t h e Vita Gregorii', 

even here, s i x o f t h e f o u r t e e n s t o r i e s a r e s e t i n a 

monastery or c h u r c h , and two on a j o u r n e y t o church w i t h 

o t h e r c l e r g y . I n t h e Vita Guthlaci, a l l but one o f t h e 

m i r a c l e s occurs on Crowland, ( w h i c h , f o r reasons developed 

below, can be c l a s s e d as a monastic s e t t i n g ) . 1 1 4 Of t h e 

f o r t y - s i x C u t h b e r t s t o r i e s indexed, t h i r t y ( s i x t y - f i v e per 

c e n t ) occur i n monastic b u i l d i n g s and e i g h t o t h e r s i n t h e 

company o f monks. Despite t h e p a t t e r n c r e a t e d by h i s 

p e r e g r i n a t i o n s , o f t h e m i r a c l e s a s s o c i a t e d w i t h W i l f r i d 

e i g h t ( t h i r t y - e i g h t per c e n t ) are s a i d t o have o c c u r r e d i n 

mo n a s t e r i e s , and f i v e i n t h e company o f h i s monks on t h e 

j o u r n e y s . 1 1 5 The Historia Ecclesiastica p r o v i d e s a wid e r 

range o f m a t e r i a l and s i t u a t i o n s , b u t s t i l l f o r t y - f i v e 

( f i f t y - f o u r per c e n t ) o f t h e s t o r i e s are set w i t h i n 

m o n a s t e r i e s or churches, and a f u r t h e r e i g h t e e n i n o t h e r 

monastic s i t u a t i o n s . W h i l s t i t i s p o s s i b l e t o argue f o r a 

narrower d e f i n i t i o n o f 'monastic s i t u a t i o n ' , t h e i m p r e s s i o n 

l e f t by these f i g u r e s r e i n f o r c e s t h a t shown by t h e a n a l y s i s 

o f t h e b e n e f i c i a r i e s o f m i r a c l e s and t h e overwhelming 

m a j o r i t y o f r e l i g i o u s amongst t h e i d e n t i f i a b l e sources; 

t h a t m i r a c l e s were r e l a t e d , r e c o r d e d , and expected t o occur 

i n monastic communities. 

The way i n which these s t o r i e s need t o be u n d e r s t o o d , 

t h e r e f o r e , i s as 'monastic h i s t o r y ' . C o n v e n t i o n a l l y , a 

monastic h i s t o r y would be understood as a n a r r a t i v e which 
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recounted t h e f o u n d a t i o n and achievements o f an house or 

o r d e r . Bede's Historia Abbatum i s t h e ne a r e s t t o such a 

work t h a t e i g h t h - c e n t u r y England has t o o f f e r . But t h e te r m 

might be used i n a broader sense t o mean ' h i s t o r y as 

recorded i n m o n a s t e r i e s ' . The dominance o f t h e monastery i n 

th e c o n t e n t , c o n t e x t and t r a n s m i s s i o n o f t h e m i r a c l e s t o r y 

i n e i g h t h - c e n t u r y England s t r i k e s t h e reader from e v e r y 

a n a l y s i s , and p o i n t s t o t h e s e t t i n g i n which our w r i t t e n 

sources f o r t h e seventh and e a r l y e i g h t h c e n t u r i e s were 

composed. T h i s i s 'monastic h i s t o r y ' not because i t i s 

about t h e development o f o r d e r s o r houses ( a l t h o u g h t o a 

degree i t i s ) , b u t because t h e dependence on monastic 

sources, t h e exchange o f s t o r i e s t h r o u g h monastic c i r c l e s , 

t h e dominance o f monastic s i t u a t i o n s as t h e scene o f t h e 

h i s t o r y , t h e in v o l v e m e n t o f r e l i g i o u s or those t o whom t h e y 

were c l o s e l y r e l a t e d i n t h e events r e c o r d e d , and t h e f a c t 

t h a t a l l our a u t h o r s were ( l e a s t s u r p r i s i n g l y ) i n 

mo n a s t e r i e s , a l e r t us t o t h e way i n which t h e monastic 

c o n t e x t has i n f l u e n c e d t h e w r i t i n g . 

' Societas eorum q u i C h r i s t o . . . f a m u l a n t u r ' : M i r a c l e s and 

'Monastic H i s t o r y ' . 

'Plures i n gente Nordanhymbrorum, tarn n o b i l e s quam 

p r i v a t i , se suosque l i b e r o s d e p o s i t i s armis s a t a g u n t magis, 

accepta t o n s u r a , m o n a s t e r i a l i b u s a d s c r i b e r e v o t i s . . . ' 1 1 6 So 

Bede r e c o r d s t h e s t a t e o f N o r t h e r n E n g l i s h s o c i e t y as he 

put down h i s pen. His f i n a l comment leaves us u n c e r t a i n as 
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t o whether he c o n s i d e r e d t h i s rush i n t o t h e m o n a s t e r i e s t o 

be a good or bad t h i n g . 'Quae res quern s i t h a b i t u r a f i n e m , 

p o s t e r i o r aetas v i d e b i t . ' However, t h e L e t t e r t o Ecgbert, 

w r i t t e n not much l a t e r , i n d i c a t e s t h a t t h e p r o l i f e r a t i o n o f 

mona s t e r i e s alarmed Bede c o n s i d e r a b l y , as some were not 

r e a l l y r e l i g i o u s houses but s i n k s o f i n i q u i t y and g l o r i f i e d 

t a x - or d r a f t - d o d g e s . 1 1 7 That he d i d not say as much i n t h e 

Historia Ecclesiastica suggests e i t h e r t h a t Bede d i d not 

want t o a i r t h i s p r i v a t e concern p u b l i c l y or t h a t many 

pursued a r e l i g i o u s v o c a t i o n from p u r e r motives. On 

whatever s c a l e and f o r whatever reason i t o c c u r r e d , t h i s 

enthusiasm f o r t h e c e n o b i t i c l i f e need not s u r p r i s e t h e 

reader o f t h e Historia. Bede t o l d t h e s t o r y o f h i s people 

i n p a r t as an h i s t o r y o f t h e development and expansion o f 

monasticism i n England; even t h e most c u r s o r y r e a d i n g 

leaves t h e i m p r e s s i o n t h a t t h e c o n v e r s i o n o f England had 

been achieved by monks ( o r a t l e a s t t h o s e who l i v e d i n some 

form o f c o m m u n i t y ) 1 1 8 and was f o l l o w e d by t h e e s t a b l i s h m e n t 

o f m o n a s t e r i e s a l l over t h e c o u n t r y . To what e x t e n t t h e 

monastery was t h e agent o f p a s t o r a l care i n t h e f i r s t 

c e n t u r i e s o f C h r i s t i a n l i f e i n England (as i n Western 

Europe g e n e r a l l y ) 1 1 9 i s t h e s u b j e c t o f debate. The c u r i o u s 

s i l e n c e i n our sources about t h e e x i s t e n c e o f s e c u l a r 

p r i e s t s suggests t h a t p a s t o r a l c a r e was o n l y e x e r c i s e d 

t h r o u g h t h o s e who l i v e d i n some s o r t o f community, and i t 

has been argued t h a t each monastery had a d i s t r i c t f o r 

which i t was p a s t o r a l l y r e s p o n s i b l e , as a p r e c u r s o r t o t h e 
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m i n s t e r , or mother churches o f t h e Norman e r a . 1 2 0 C l e a r l y , 

t h e r e were l a i t y i n t h e monastic church o f Jarrow t o hear 

some of Bede's h o m i l i e s , and t o r e c e i v e b a p t i s m ; 1 2 1 c l e a r l y 

a l s o , some monks ( B o i s i l and C u t h b e r t are ob v i o u s examples) 

engaged i n what might be c a l l e d 'the c u r e o f s o u l s ' i n t h e 

area near t h e i r m o n a s t e r y . 1 2 2 But t h a t does not n e c e s s a r i l y 

i m p l y t h a t every monastery was r e s p o n s i b l e f o r r e g u l a r 

p a r o c h i a l m i n i s t r y , nor t h a t every church i n t h e c o u n t r y 

was served by c l e r i c s who l i v e d i n c o m m u n i t y . 1 2 3 The 

c o n f u s i o n i s l a r g e l y due t o t h e t e r m i n o l o g y ; i t i s not 

c l e a r what d i f f e r e n c e i s i m p l i e d between an ecclesia and a 

monasteriurn,124 and t h a t which was i n L a t i n c a l l e d a 

monaster!urn (and i n Old E n g l i s h a mynster) c o u l d be a 

church served by a number o f p r i e s t s l i v i n g under some 

semi-communal l i f e , or an house o f p r o f e s s e d monks 

f o l l o w i n g t h e B e n e d i c t i n e r u l e o r something t h a t resembled 

i t c l o s e l y . 1 2 5 As Sarah Foot p u t s i t , ' e a r l y Anglo-Saxon 

monasticism was c h a r a c t e r i z e d by i t s d i v e r s i t y o f 

p r a c t i c e . ' 1 2 6 

The p r e s e n t d i s c u s s i o n does n o t aim t o judge t h e 

'minster h y p o t h e s i s ' one way or t h e o t h e r . The i s s u e i s 

r e a l l y one o f t h e w e i g h t t h a t can be g i v e n t o t h e w r i t t e n 

sources. C e r t a i n l y , Bede envisaged t h a t t h e monasteri a were 

th e key t o t h e e s t a b l i s h m e n t o f e f f e c t i v e p a s t o r a l m i n i s t r y 

over areas o f t h e c o u n t r y t h a t were not be i n g s e r v e d , 1 2 7 

but Bede's a t t i t u d e s were c o n d i t i o n e d by h i s own monastic 

background and by t h e ideas o f Gregory I . 1 2 8 Those w o r k i n g 
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on t h e Anglo-Saxon p e n i t e n t i a l s have shown t h a t t h e y 

r e p r e s e n t an a t t e m p t t o impose upon t h e l a i t y a monastic 

d i s c i p l i n e ; 1 2 9 how much th e s e ideas r e f l e c t t h e r e a l i t y o f 

p a s t o r a l a c t i v i t y , as opposed t o t h e v i s i o n t h a t e x i s t e d i n 

t h e minds o f b i s h o p s , w i l l perhaps never be known. Because 

our sources are o v e r w h e l m i n g l y monastic, and because t h e 

i d e a l p a s t o r s t h a t t h e y p o r t r a y were monks or monk-bishops, 

such as C u t h b e r t , 1 3 0 i t i s t e m p t i n g t o conclude t h a t 

p a s t o r a l m i n i s t r y was e n t i r e l y i n t h e hands o f monastic 

i n s t i t u t i o n s . What t h e debate emphasizes i s t h a t t h e e a r l y 

C h r i s t i a n h i s t o r y o f England as we have i t recorded cannot 

be u n d e r s t o o d except as an h i s t o r y o f monastic 

i n s t i t u t i o n s , t h e i r i n t e r c h a n g e and t h e i r i n t erdependence. 

The m i r a c l e s t o r i e s e n c a p s u l a t e t h a t approach, and serve t o 

h i g h l i g h t t h e degree t o which i t c o n f i n e d t h e 

e i g h t h - c e n t u r y a u t h o r s . 

Some o f t h e works here under c o n s i d e r a t i o n are 

o b v i o u s l y , and e x p l i c i t l y , monastic h i s t o r i e s i n t h e sense 

t h a t t h e y t r a c e t h e h i s t o r y o f a monastic community. The 

anonymous Vita Ceolfridi and Historia Abbatum are 

t r a n s p a r e n t examples; t h e i r purpose was t o c e l e b r a t e t h e 

e x i s t e n c e o f Wearmouth-Jarrow by an account o f i t s c r e a t i o n 

and g l o r i f i c a t i o n . S i m i l a r l y , a c e n t r a l purpose i n 

Stephen's Vita Wilfridi i s t o expound t h e p r i v i l e g e t h a t 

was h i s o f b e i n g a member o f one o f W i l f r i d ' s communities, 

whether t h a t was Oundle, Hexham or Ripon. Less o v e r t l y , t h e 

Anonymous o f L i n d i s f a r n e w r o t e w i t h p r i d e o f C u t h b e r t who 
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gave h i s house i t s r u l e , and d e s c r i b e d t h e t r a n s l a t i o n o f 

t h e corpse as a moment o f s i g n i f i c a n c e i n t h e l i f e o f t h e 

community. I t i s c l e a r a l s o t h a t t h e r e were o t h e r works, 

many now l o s t , w r i t t e n t o c e l e b r a t e t h e l i f e o f an house -

Bede's r e f e r e n c e t o 'the l i t t l e book' as h i s source f o r t h e 

s t o r i e s from B a r k i n g i s s i g n i f i c a n t i n t h i s r e s p e c t , as i t 

not o n l y i n d i c a t e s t h e l i k e l y e x i s t e n c e o f o t h e r such 

libelli, but a l s o p o i n t s us t o t h e c o n t i n e n t and t o 

Columbanian c o n n e x i o n . 1 3 1 The Vita Columbani i s t h e 

exemplar f o r t h i s form o f h i s t o r y , e x t o l l i n g t h e l i f e o f a 

paruchia by r e c o r d i n g t h e virtutes o f i t s l e a d i n g members. 

I t might be argued t h a t o t h e r works are not o b v i o u s l y 

monastic i n t h a t sense. But i t i s s t i l l t h e view from t h e 

monastery t h a t dominates. The Anonymous o f S t r e o n e s h a l h 1 s 

c o n c e n t r a t i o n on Edwin as much as on Gregory i s e x p l a i n e d 

by t h e e x i s t e n c e o f t h e s h r i n e t o t h e f i r s t C h r i s t i a n k i n g 

a d j a c e n t i n t h e monastery church t o t h e a l t a r d e d i c a t e d t o 

G r e g o r y . 1 3 2 The p r i d e w i t h which he r e p o r t s t h e way i n 

which Trimma was d i r e c t e d t o h i s monastery, 'quod e s t 

coenobium famosissimum A e l f 1 e d e ' , 1 3 3 i s p a r t o f h i s 

e x p l a n a t i o n o f t h e f a c t t h a t t h e Church o f St Peter a t 

St r e o n e s h a l h was a mausoleum f o r t h e Dei ran r o y a l 

f a m i l y . 1 3 4 His d e s c r i p t i o n o f t h e monastery church a l s o 

having an a l t a r t o Gregory i s a c l u e t o t h e c o m p o s i t i o n o f 

t h e vita, i n t h a t i t c e l e b r a t e d i n l i t e r a t u r e t h a t t o which 

t h e monastery was accustomed 1 i t u r g i c a l 1 y . 1 3 5 S i m i l a r l y , 

t h e Vita Guthlaci seems a t f i r s t s i g h t n o t t o owe a n y t h i n g 

Chapter F i v e 



315 

t o t h e needs or programme o f a p a r t i c u l a r monastery. We do 

not even know o f what house F e l i x was a member, 1 3 6 and, 

from h i s t i m e as an a n c h o r i t e G u t h l a c seems t o have had 

l i t t l e t o do w i t h Repton, where he was p r o f e s s e d . But, as 

has been shown, G u t h l a c ' s m i r a c l e s o c c u r r e d i n t h e c o n t e x t 

o f a c o n s t a n t stream o f r e l i g i o u s coming t o c o n s u l t him 

w h i l s t he was a l i v e , 1 3 7 and t h e r e was a d i s t i n c t l y 

monachical g a t h e r i n g a t t h e t r a n s l a t i o n o f h i s b o d y . 1 3 8 

There was an abbey on t h e s i t e o f G u t h l a c ' s h e r m i t a g e i n 

l a t e r y e a r s , t h e o n l y monastery l e f t i n t h e East Midlands 

a f t e r t h e Danish d e v a s t a t i o n s o f t h e n i n t h c e n t u r y . 1 3 9 

A c c o r d i n g t o t h e f o r g e d c h a r t e r o f P s e u d o - I n g u l f , 1 4 0 and t o 

O r d e r i c V i t a l i s , i n a s e l f - c o n t r a d i c t i n g account from t h e 

t w e l f t h c e n t u r y , A e t h e l b a l d was r e s p o n s i b l e f o r i t s 

f o u n d a t i o n o f C r o w l a n d ; 1 4 1 t h a t i s a l a t e and u n r e l i a b l e 

w i t n e s s , b u t i t i s c l e a r from F e l i x t h a t t h e Mercian k i n g 

was r e s p o n s i b l e f o r t h e i n i t i a l b e j e w e l i n g o f t h e 

s h r i n e . 1 4 2 F e l i x a l s o r e c o r d s t h e d e d i c a t i o n o f a church a t 

t h e t i m e o f G u t h l a c ' s p r i e s t i n g , 1 4 3 a church which would 

have c o n t i n u e d t o be s t a f f e d i n some way. The i m p l i c a t i o n 

o f G u t h l a c ' s prophecy t o Ecgburh i s t h a t Cissa would 

r e p l a c e him as an a n c h o r i t e , 1 4 4 but i t i s hard t o marry 

t h a t w i t h i n d i c a t i o n s t h a t Pega i n s t a l l e d h e r s e l f a f t e r her 

b r o t h e r ' s death as c u s t o d i a n o f t h e s h r i n e . 1 4 5 On t h e whole 

i t does n o t seem unreasonable t o c l a i m t h a t t h e Vita 

Guthlaci belongs t o t h i s c l a s s o f monastic h i s t o r y ; i f i t 

were not i n t e n d e d s i m p l y as propaganda f o r t h e c u l t , o r f o r 
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a newly e s t a b l i s h e d monasterium on Crowland, i t may have 

o r i g i n a t e d w i t h i n whatever community had o v e r s i g h t f o r t h e 

s h r i n e . 1 4 6 

Even t h e Historia Ecc1esiastica must be u n d e r s t o o d as a 

monastic h i s t o r y . The predominance o f monks amongst i t s 

c h a r a c t e r s and t h e p r o p o r t i o n o f t h e work d e d i c a t e d t o 

d e s c r i p t i o n s o f monastic f o u n d a t i o n s are remarkable. 

A u g u s t i n e was d i s p a t c h e d t o England, from Gregory's 

monastery i n Rome, as an abbot w i t h a group o f monks (he 

was o n l y l a t e r t o be c o n s e c r a t e d b i s h o p ) ; 1 4 7 N o r t h u m b r i a 

was e v a n g e l i z e d from Iona, t h r o u g h t h e e s t a b l i s h m e n t o f 

L i n d i s f a r n e . 1 4 8 I t i s s t r i k i n g not t h a t t h e g r e a t bishops 

o f Bede's account, Aidan, C u t h b e r t , W i l f r i d , Chad, Cedd, 

were a l l sons o f monastic s c h o o l i n g , and a l l o p e r a t e d i n or 

w i t h some form o f monastic community, but t h a t t h e r e seems 

t o have been no o t h e r t r a i n i n g a v a i l a b l e and no o t h e r modus 

operandi.149 Such was t h e e x t e n t o f monastic d o m i n a t i o n o f 

e c c l e s i a s t i c a l a f f a i r s t h a t S t r e o n e s h a l h seems t o have 

e x e r c i s e d c o n t r o l over e p i s c o p a l appointments i n York f o r a 

w h i l e . 1 5 0 Bede p r a i s e d h i s C h r i s t i a n r o y a l t y f o r t h e 

f o u n d a t i o n o f r e l i g i o u s houses, w i t h E l y , S t r e o n e s h a l h , 

B a r k i n g , and B r i e b e i n g t h e l e a d i n g e x a m p l e s . 1 5 1 A l l o f 

t h i s h e l p s t o make sense o f Bede's p l a n f o r t h e 

e v a n g e l i z a t i o n o f N o r t h u m b r i a ; 1 5 2 t h e planned expansion o f 

a monastic church was t o h i s mind t h e l o g i c a l c o n t i n u a t i o n 

o f t h e h i s t o r y o f E n g l i s h C h r i s t i a n i t y t o t h a t d a t e . 

The m i r a c l e s t o r i e s f i t i n t o t h i s p a t t e r n and serve t o 
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i l l u s t r a t e , a t t i m e s more c l e a r l y than o t h e r episodes 

m i g h t , t h e u n d e r s t a n d i n g o f t h e past which t h e reader was 

i n v i t e d t o share w i t h t h e w r i t e r . The s t o r y o f Aidan and 

th e f i r e t h a t t h r e a t e n e d Bamburgh can be seen as a t y p i c a l 

p a r t o f t h i s h i s t o r y . 1 5 3 A i d a n , t h e g r e a t I r i s h e v a n g e l i s t , 

watched t h e a t t e m p t e d d e s t r u c t i o n o f Bamburgh by Penda, t h e 

Mercian k i n g , and prayed f o r t h e s a f e t y o f t h e c i t y ; i n 

answer t o h i s i n t e r c e s s i o n , t h e wind changed d i r e c t i o n and 

f o r c e d t h e Mercians i n t o r e t r e a t . Bede draws from t h e s t o r y 

th e message t h a t t h e c i t y o f Bamburgh, and by i m p l i c a t i o n 

t h e Northumbrian kingdom, en j o y e d d i v i n e p r o t e c t i o n , but an 

anecdote l i k e t h i s can a l s o be p e r c e i v e d t o have o t h e r 

meanings. I t g i v e s a memorable p i c t u r e o f t h e monk, a t h i s 

p r a y e r s , removed f r o m t h e w o r l d o f p o l i t i c a l and m i l i t a r y 

c o n f l i c t and y e t s t i l l a b l e t o i n f l u e n c e i t , and i t serves 

t o l i n k Aidan i n t o a l o n g c h a i n o f s a i n t s who had power 

over t h e elements, p o s s i b l y r e m i n d i n g t h e audience o f 

examples o f c o n t i n e n t a l s a i n t s who c o u l d c o n t r o l t h e wind 

or save p r o p e r t y from f i r e , 1 5 4 b u t , more s i g n i f i c a n t l y , 

r e l a t i n g t o two e a r l i e r s t o r i e s i n t h e Historia - t h a t o f 

Germanus c a u s i n g a f i r e t o be e x t i n g u i s h e d and t h a t o f 

M e l l i t u s a c h i e v i n g t h e same a t C a n t e r b u r y . 1 5 5 I n t h i s way, 

th e anecdote s e r v e s t o p l a c e Aidan i n t h e company o f t h e 

defender o f o r t h o d o x y from pre-Anglo-Saxon days and one o f 

th e m i s s i o n a r i e s who accompanied A u g u s t i n e . I n o t h e r words, 

i n terms o f E n g l i s h church h i s t o r y , i t p r o v i d e s an element 

which not o n l y u n i f i e s t h e I r i s h and Roman t r a d i t i o n s and 
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g r a n t s t h e N o r t h e r n m i s s i o n t h e same s t a t u s as t h e e a r l i e r 

e v a n g e l i z a t i o n o f t h e s o u t h , but expresses a c o n t i n u i t y 

w i t h t h e f o u r t h - c e n t u r y B r i t i s h c h u r c h . 1 5 6 

Given t h a t t h e s t o r y was designed t o o p e r a t e i n t h e s e 

t h r e e ways, i t i s p e r t i n e n t t o q u e s t i o n i t s h i s t o r i c a l 

accuracy; t h e r e i s no o t h e r r e c o r d o f Penda l a y i n g s i e g e t o 

Bamburgh, so i t i s not i n c o n c e i v a b l e t h a t Bede might have 

i n v e n t e d , or a t l e a s t embroidered, t h e anecdote. But t h e 

f a c t t h a t he t o l d t h e s t o r y suggests t h a t i t must have been 

p o s s i b l e ; even i f no-one i n Bede's audience c o u l d remember 

t h e day when Penda's army s a t a t t h e gates o f t h e B e r n i c i a n 

c a p i t a l , none would have t h o u g h t i t i n c r e d i b l e , and, g i v e n 

t h e l i k e l i h o o d t h a t Oswald met h i s end f i g h t i n g deep w i t h i n 

Mercian t e r r i t o r y , 1 5 7 t h a t Penda sh o u l d have r a i d e d so f a r 

i s not improbable; a l l t h e evidence suggests t h a t t h e 

Bretwaldas ( i n as f a r as we can t r u s t t h e c o n c e p t ) 1 5 8 o n l y 

h e l d power u n t i l a s i n g l e m i l i t a r y d e f e a t w r e s t e d i t from 

t h e i r c o n t r o l , 1 5 9 so an a t t a c k o f t h i s n a t u r e , aimed a t 

ending B e r n i c i a n hegemony by s t r i k i n g a t i t s h e a r t , would 

be o f c o n s i d e r a b l e importance h i s t o r i c a l l y . Bede t h u s 

p l a c e s h i s s a i n t , t h r o u g h t h e m i r a c l e , a t t h e c e n t r e o f t h e 

p o l i t i c a l h i s t o r y o f h i s gens, e x p r e s s i n g t h e b e l i e f t h a t 

t h e s u r v i v a l o f Oswy's r u l e was i n t h e purpose of G o d . 1 6 0 

T h i s way o f u n d e r s t a n d i n g p o l i t i c a l h i s t o r y was one o f 

t h e t h r e e s t r a n d s . Two o t h e r s t r a n d s are i d e n t i f i a b l e i n 

t h i s s t o r y : f i r s t l y , t h i s i s c o n v e r s i o n h i s t o r y , i m p l i c i t l y 

r e f l e c t i n g o t h e r events i n t h e account o f t h e coming o f t h e 
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E n g l i s h t o f a i t h , and c e l e b r a t i n g C h r i s t i a n i t y ' s s u r v i v a l 

i n t h e f a c e o f t h e pagan t h r e a t . Secondly ( a l t h o u g h i n t h i s 

case a l e s s e r f e a t u r e ) t h i s i s monastic h i s t o r y as u s u a l l y 

u n derstood - h i s t o r y o f and f o r t h e hero's i n s t i t u t i o n ; not 

o n l y was t h i s an i n c i d e n t o f which L i n d i s f a r n e c o u l d be 

proud, i t was p a r t o f t h e i r p a s t , so c l o s e l y l i n k e d was t h e 

community ( e s p e c i a l l y i n Aidan's t i m e ) w i t h t h e r o y a l 

f a m i l y a t Bamburgh. 1 6 1 Each o f t h e s e t h r e e elements, and 

t h e i r appearance i n o t h e r m i r a c l e s t o r i e s , needs f u r t h e r 

exami n a t i on. 

'Si Deus regnum c o n c e d i s s e t ' : p o l i t i c a l h i s t o r y p u n c t u a t e d 

by mi r a c l e s . 

I f we examine a l i s t o f t h o s e i n v o l v e d i n t h e m i r a c l e 

s t o r i e s , be t h e y as t h e agents o f m i r a c l e s , t h o s e on t h e 

r e c e i v i n g end, or t h o s e who w i t n e s s e d or r e p o r t e d them, two 

p o i n t s emerge. One, as has a l r e a d y been noted, i s t h a t t h e y 

were almost a l l p r i e s t s , monks or nuns. The o t h e r i s t h a t 

t h o s e who were not r e l i g i o u s were almost a l l , as f a r as we 

can e s t a b l i s h , o f noble or r o y a l b i r t h , as were many o f 

those i n o r d e r s . 1 6 2 I t i s not s u r p r i s i n g t h a t w i t h i n such a 

g r o u p i n g t h e r e s h o u l d be an i n f o r m e d i n t e r e s t i n t h e 

p o l i t i c a l s i t u a t i o n o f t h e day and c o n t a c t w i t h t h e r o y a l 

f a m i l y o r t h e l o c a l n o b i l i t y . 1 6 3 That both t h e Historia 

Ecclesiastica and t h e Vita Guthlaci were d e d i c a t e d t o k i n g s 

i s i n d i c a t i v e o f t h e c l o s e r e l a t i o n s h i p t h a t e x i s t e d 

between m o n a s t e r i e s and t h e i r l o c a l r u l e r s . G u t h l a c was o f 

Chapter F i v e 



320 

r o y a l b l o o d , 1 6 4 C u t h b e r t ' s possession o f an horse h i s 

m i l i t a r y s e r v i c e p o i n t t o an a r i s t o c r a t i c b a c k g r o u n d , 1 6 5 

and W i l f r i d and Biscop were a t c o u r t b e f o r e t h e y pursued 

e c c l e s i a s t i c a l c a r e e r s . 1 6 6 A l t h o u g h i t does not appear t h a t 

t h e r e was anywhere i n England a tendency t o use monks i n 

t h e machinery o f government, as was t h e case w i t h Iona and 

t h e k i n g s o f t h e Dal R i a t a , 1 6 7 i t i s c l e a r t h a t l e a d i n g 

monks, bishops and abbesses were o f t e n c l o s e t o t h e c e n t r e 

o f p o l i t i c a l power. I t may be t h a t t h e Anglo-Saxon church 

c o p i e d t h e B r i t i s h i n t h i s r e s p e c t ; t h e s l a u g h t e r o f t h e 

monks by A e t h e l f r i t h a t Chester suggests t h a t Bangor was 

used f o r su p p o r t by t h e Welsh l e a d e r s h i p . 1 6 8 Far from b e i n g 

i s o l a t e d i n t h e i r m o n a s t e r i e s away from a l l w o r l d l y 

d i s t r a c t i o n s , t h e monks o f s e v e n t h - and e i g h t h - c e n t u r y 

England were no s t r a n g e r s t o t h e e v o l v i n g p o l i t i c a l 

s i t u a t i on. 

But t h e t w e n t i e t h - c e n t u r y s c h o l a r i s . To w r i t e a 

p o l i t i c a l h i s t o r y o f England i n t h e p e r i o d under d i s c u s s i o n 

i s no easy t a s k ; 1 6 9 anyone w o r k i n g i n t h e f i e l d 

acknowledges an heavy dependency on Bede's Historias but i t 

was not t h e purpose o f t h a t work t o p r e s e n t a n a r r a t i v e o f 

power as we would understand p o l i t i c a l h i s t o r y . N e i t h e r i s 

such a n a r r a t i v e a t t e m p t e d here, b u t , however b r i e f l y , an 

o u t l i n e need be s k e t c h e d . 1 7 0 The i s l a n d o f B r i t a i n was, we 

can say w i t h s a f e t y , s e t t l e d by t h e Germanic t r i b e s from 

some t i m e i n t h e e a r l y f i f t h c e n t u r y onwards, a l t h o u g h i n 

what numbers i s a m a t t e r o f some d e b a t e . 1 7 1 D i f f e r e n t 
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groups e s t a b l i s h e d themselves and t h e i r own o r g a n i z a t i o n i n 

areas o f t h e c o u n t r y , and began t o s t a k e out t h e i r b o r d e r s 

a g a i n s t each o t h e r and t h e C e l t i c peoples around t h e m . 1 7 2 

By some process t h e r e emerged f i v e major g r o u p i n g s or 

kingdoms - Kent, Northumbria, East A n g l i a , Wessex and 

M e r c i a . 1 7 3 But these a r e g e n e r a l i z a t i o n s - Northumbria was 

an uneasy a l l i a n c e o f D e i r a and B e r n i c i a , and t h e r e were 

l e s s e r kingdoms o f t h e South Saxons, t h e East Saxons and 

Lindsey t o which our sources r e f e r , as w e l l as t r i b a l 

g r o u p i n g s , such as t h e Magonsaeta o r Wocensaeta, which seem 

t o have e x i s t e d w i t h i n kingdoms as r e c o g n i z a b l e u n i t s . 

Between t h o s e f i v e main kingdoms t h e balance o f power 

s h i f t e d t h r o u g h o u t t h e Anglo-Saxon p e r i o d . Kent seems t o 

have h e l d some s o r t o f dominance a t t h e t i m e o f A u g u s t i n e ' s 

m i s s i o n i n 5 9 7 ; 1 7 4 t h e hegemony t h e n moved t o East A n g l i a , 

under Redwald, and thence t o N o r t h u m b r i a u n t i l t h e 660s, 

a l t h o u g h Northumbria never seems t o have been a b l e t o 

subdue Kent. From t h e n onwards u n t i l t h e t i m e o f Bede's 

death t h e r e was no one kingdom e x e r c i s i n g supremacy over 

t h e o t h e r s ; t h e Northumbrians h e l d sway i n t h e n o r t h and 

Mercia was t h e l e a d i n g power s o u t h o f t h e Humber. 1 7 5 

Mercian a u t h o r i t y reached i t s z e n i t h under A e t h e l b a l d ( i n 

the f i r s t h a l f o f t h e e i g h t h c e n t u r y ) 1 7 6 w h e r e a f t e r i t was 

the r i s i n g potency o f Wessex t h a t was t o respond t o t h e 

d e c l i n e o f t h e North and East and t h e i n v a s i o n s o f t h e 

Norse t o achieve supremacy. I t appears t h a t s i n g l e b a t t l e s 

c o u l d be o f g r e a t s i g n i f i c a n c e d u r i n g t h i s p e r i o d . Oswald's 
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v i c t o r y a t H e a v e n f i e l d e s t a b l i s h e d him n o t o n l y as r u l e r o f 

t h e Northumbrians but a l s o as ' B r e t w a l d a ' , 1 7 7 a p p a r e n t l y 

undoing a t a s t r o k e a l l t h a t Cadwalla's d e f e a t o f Edwin a t 

H a t f i e l d had achieved. S i m i l a r l y , two b a t t l e s , t h e one a t 

t h e T r e n t i n 678 and Nechtansmere i n 685, are r e p o r t e d as 

hav i n g f o r e v e r ended Northumbrian d o m i n a t i o n over, 

r e s p e c t i v e l y , England South o f t h e Humber and N o r t h e r n 

B r i t a i n . 1 7 8 

Monastic h i s t o r y saw t h i s c o n f u s i n g and not always w e l l 

documented p a t t e r n o f p o l i t i c a l h i s t o r y as b e i n g f i r m l y 

w i t h i n t h e purposes o f God. For example, whatever i t might 

have meant t o f o r g e a d i p l o m a t i c a l l i a n c e between D e i r a and 

Kent, p r o v i d e n c e was c l e a r l y a t work i n e n a b l i n g Eadbald t o 

f o i s t h i s n i e c e , and her r e l i g i o n , on E d w i n . 1 7 9 I n a sense, 

t h e a u t h o r s o f monastic h i s t o r y s t o o d back from t h e 

i n t e r n e c i n e r i v a l r y which seems t o have been a f e a t u r e o f 

p o l i t i c s i n t h i s p e r i o d . For example, t h a t Oswald and h i s 

b r o t h e r s may w e l l have been p a r t o f t h e c o a l i t i o n t h a t 

o v e r t h r e w Edwin i n 6 3 4 1 8 0 was not o f i n t e r e s t t o Bede, 

whose emphasis was t h a t Oswald c o n t i n u e d t h e C h r i s t i a n i z i n g 

o f N o r t h umbria as God's chosen successor t o Edwin. An whole 

s e r i e s o f m i r a c l e s t o r i e s s e rves t o emphasize t h e 

' e l e c t i o n ' o f O s w a l d , 1 8 1 t h e p r e s e r v a t i o n o f which was 

c l e a r l y t h e r e s p o n s i b i l i t y o f monastic communities. Iona 

m a i n t a i n e d t h e legend o f Columba's appearance t o t h e young 

p r i n c e t h e n i g h t b e f o r e t h e b a t t l e , 1 8 2 w h i l s t Hexham 

promoted t h e c u l t o f t h e H e a v e n f i e l d c r o s s . 1 8 3 Of 
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p a r t i c u l a r i n t e r e s t i s t h e s t o r y Bede t e l l s o f t h e monks o f 

Bardney r e f u s i n g t o accept Oswald's r e m a i n s . 1 8 4 Not o n l y 

does i t t e l l us something about t h e development o f the c u l t 

memory o f t h e Northumbrian k i n g , i t a l s o p o i n t s t o the way 

i n which monastic h i s t o r y c o u l d p u t a g l o s s on p o l i t i c a l 

s i t u a t i o n s . The enshrinement o f t h e bones a t Bardney had 

been a t t h e i n s t i g a t i o n o f O s t h r y t h , Oswald's n i e c e and 

w i f e o f A e t h e l r e d o f Mercia. The r e l u c t a n c e o f t h e 

monastery's i n h a b i t a n t s was 'quia e t s i sanctum eum 

noverant, tamen q u i a de a l i a p r o v i n c i a o r t u s f u e r a t , e t 

super eos regnum a c c e p e r a t , v e t e r a n i s eum o d i i s e t i a m 

mortuum i n s e q u e b a n t u r . ' I t t o o k t h e m i r a c u l o u s appearance 

o f a p i l l a r o f l i g h t s h i n i n g over t h e bones a l l n i g h t t o 

persuade them. Bardney was a l e a d i n g monastery ' i n 

p r o v i n c i a L i n d i s s i ' . The e a r l y h i s t o r y o f t h i s s m a l l 

p o l i t i c a l e n t i t y ( l i t t l e more than modern L i n c o l n s h i r e ) i s 

obscure, but d u r i n g t h e seventh c e n t u r y i t appears t o have 

been a l t e r n a t e l y r u l e d by Northumbria and M e r c i a , and t o 

have been w i t h i n t h e area where t h e bo r d e r was 

c o n t e s t e d . 1 8 5 A f t e r Oswald's d e a t h , Lindsey had r e v e r t e d t o 

Mercian r u l e and, a p p a r e n t l y , d i d not remember t h e hegemony 

of Northumbria w i t h a f f e c t i o n . The s t o r y o f t h e bones i s an 

at t e m p t by 'monastic h i s t o r y ' t o have t h e t u r b u l e n t 

s i t u a t i o n o f t h e p r o v i n c e understood as b e i n g w i t h i n t h e 

p r o v i d e n c e o f God. 

What t h i s s t o r y impresses upon t h e reader i s t h e way i n 

which h i s t o r y was seen as t h e p r o v i n c e o f p o w e r f u l 
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i n d i v i d u a l s ; dominion appears t o have been h e l d p e r s o n a l l y , 

and i t s c o n t i n u a t i o n from one g e n e r a t i o n t o another was 

dependent on t h e c h a r a c t e r o f t h e i n d i v i d u a l successor-

There was, a p p a r e n t l y , no r i g h t o f p r i m o g e n i t u r e , nor even 

of h e r e d i t a r y s u c c e s s i o n . I t was not always t h e case t h a t a 

kingdom was passed on i n t a c t t o t h e next k i n g ; t h e r e i s a 

number o f i n s t a n c e s o f some s o r t o f c o - r u l e r arrangement, 

a l t h o u g h p r e c i s e l y what these meant i n each case i s not 

c l e a r . 1 8 6 The d i v i s i o n o f a kingdom, except i n cases where 

a sub-regulus was d e s i g n a t e d ( p o s s i b l y i n an a t t e m p t t o 

ensure t h e s u c c e s s i o n ) , u s u a l l y i n d i c a t e d a t i m e o f 

weakness. A s t r o n g kingdom needed a s t r o n g s i n g l e k i n g ; 

which i s presumably why Bede c o u l d view w i t h u n d e r s t a n d i n g , 

i f not w i t h e q u a n i m i t y , t h e murder o f O s w i n , 1 8 7 which i s 

pre s e n t e d i n one o f t h e most a m b i v a l e n t m i r a c l e s t o r i e s i n 

th e Historia Ecclesiastica; Aidan i s s a i d t o have 

pro p h e s i e d t h a t Oswin would not l o n g s u r v i v e i n t h e rough 

w o r l d t h a t k i n g s had t o i n h a b i t , '"numquam enim ante haec 

v i d i humilem regem... non enim d i g n a e s t haec gens t a l e m 

habere r e c t o r e m . " ' 1 8 8 

I f e f f e c t i v e p o l i t i c a l power needed t o be c o n c e n t r a t e d 

i n t h e hands o f an i n d i v i d u a l , t h e r e was good reason t o 

dispose o f one's r i v a l s ; whenever a k i n g was r e p l a c e d , 

those c l o s e s t t o t h e l a t e r u l e r would o f t e n go i n t o e x i l e . 

I t was t h e r e f o r e not uncommon f o r a r o y a l c o u r t t o be 

s h e l t e r i n g ( f o r i t s own ends) a p r e t e n d e r t o another 

t h r o n e , and t h e r e c o u l d be many such w i t h a c l a i m . 1 8 9 
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Again, monastic h i s t o r y put i t s own g l o s s on t h e s e p e r i o d s 

o f e x i l e , o f t e n t o mark them as examples o f t h e i n f l u e n c e 

o f God or o f p a r t i c u l a r s a i n t s i n t h e h i s t o r i e s o f 

kingdoms. The f u l l e s t example o f t h i s i s t h e account o f 

Edwin's s t a y a t Redwald's c o u r t ; 1 9 0 t h e young p r i n c e ' s 

s u r v i v a l i n t h e f a c e o f a l l A e t h e l f r i t h ' s a t t e m p t s t o b r i b e 

or b u l l y Redwald i n t o d i s p o s i n g o f him i s p r e s e n t e d as p a r t 

o f God's p l a n , l a t e r r e v e a l e d t o P a u l i n u s , f o r h i s 

r e s t o r a t i o n . S i m i l a r l y , a major theme o f t h e Vita Guthlaci 

i s t h e r e l a t i o n s h i p between t h e h e r m i t and A e t h e l b a l d , t h e 

f u g i t i v e Mercian c l a i m a n t . A e t h e l b a l d ' s s u c c e s s f u l e v a s i o n 

o f Ceolred's a t t e m p t s on h i s l i f e and h i s achievement o f 

t h e t h r o n e are t o l d by F e l i x as i n accord w i t h t h e d i v i n e 

d i s p e n s a t i o n . 1 9 1 '"Non i n praeda nec i n r a p i n a regnum t i b i 

d a b i t u r , sed de manu Domini o b t i n e b i s " ' may w e l l express 

t h e monastic view o f t h e way t h a t e a r t h l y power was 

d i s p o s e d . 1 9 2 

I t bears r e p e a t i n g , however, t h a t monastic h i s t o r i a n s 

were l e s s i n t e r e s t e d i n events on t h e p o l i t i c a l stage than 

i n t h e s t o r y o f t h e c o n v e r s i o n o r examples o f s a n c t i t y . For 

Adomnan, t h e r e a l s i g n i f i c a n c e o f Columba's appearance t o 

Oswald on t h e eve o f H e a v e n f i e l d was not t h a t t h e B e r n i c i a n 

became ' t o t i u s B r i t t a n n i a e i m p e r a t o r ' as t h a t 'usque i n i d 

t e m p o r i s t o t a i l i a Saxonia g e n t i l i t a t i s e t i g n o r a n t i a e 

t e m e b r i s o b s c u r a t a e r a t ' , a s i t u a t i o n Oswald was d e s t i n e d 

t o r e m e d y . 1 9 3 S i m i l a r l y , t h e reasons f o r t h e a s s a s s i n a t i o n 

o f S i g b e r t a r e obscure, and i n t e l l i n g t h e s t o r y Bede seems 
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t o be w r e s t l i n g w i t h a t r a d i t i o n t h a t does not q u i t e make 

sense t o him t h e o l o g i c a l l y . 1 9 4 S i g b e r t d i e d a t t h e hands o f 

two o f h i s own r e t a i n e r s ; t h e i r e x p l a n a t i o n was t h a t he was 

t o o l e n i e n t w i t h h i s enemies, so t h e y murdered him. One o f 

t h e two, however, was u n l a w f u l l y m a r r i e d , and t h e k i n g ' s 

death was seen as t h e consequence o f h i s d i s o b e y i n g t h e 

o r d e r o f h i s b i s h o p and c o n t i n u i n g t o a s s o c i a t e w i t h t h e 

man. W h i l s t r e c o r d i n g t h e f u l f i l l m e n t o f Cedd's prophecy, 

Bede s t r e s s e d t h a t i t was because o f h i s C h r i s t i a n v i r t u e 

t h a t S i g b e r t met h i s end. 

I t must be asked whether monastic h i s t o r y a c t u a l l y 

d i s t o r t e d t h e f a c t s o f an event. We can e x p l o r e t h i s 

t h r o u g h t h e d i f f i c u l t i e s o f t h e kingdom o f Northumbria and 

th e i n t e r a c t i o n o f p o l i t i c a l events w i t h t h e m i r a c l e 

t r a d i t i o n s o f two s a i n t s , W i l f r i d and C u t h b e r t . Because our 

w r i t e r s ( o r t h e i r f r i e n d s ) were themselves c l o s e t o t h e 

events t h e y r e p o r t e d i t has been argued t h a t t h e i r r e c o r d 

i s c o l o u r e d . 1 9 5 What t h e m i r a c l e s t o r i e s seem t o 

demonstrate i s t h e view t h a t was t a k e n i n t h e m o n a s t e r i e s 

o f t h e major p o l i t i c a l changes i n t h e t w e n t y years b e f o r e 

705, maybe t o t h e p o i n t o f c o n c e a l i n g t h e t r u e 

s i gni f i c a n c e . 

I n about t h e year 634, two boys were born i n t o 
t h e ranks o f t h e Northumbrian n o b i l i t y . T h e i r 
r a d i c a l l y d i f f e r e n t p e r s o n a l i t i e s were t o g i v e 
t h e l i e t o t h e b e l i e f t h a t m o n asticism can be 
d e f i n e d i n terms o f t h e p e r s o n a l i t i e s who embrace 
i t . A s t u d y o f t h e l i v e s o f C u t h b e r t and W i l f r i d 
f o r c e s one t o t h e c o n c l u s i o n t h a t t h e r e i s no 
p a r t i c u l a r p a t t e r n o f t r a i t s t h a t c h a r a c t e r i z e s 
t h e monk. 1 9 6 
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Dom Edmund Power, i n c e l e b r a t i n g t h e c o n t r i b u t i o n t o 

E n g l i s h monasticism o f two o f IMorthumbr i a' s b i s h o p s , 

expresses t h e p o p u l a r and c o n v e n t i o n a l view - t h a t C u t h b e r t 

pursued t h e s o l i t a r y v o c a t i o n , t y p i f y i n g t h e man o f p r a y e r , 

o n l y r e l u c t a n t l y drawn t o accept h i g h o f f i c e , and t h a t 

W i l f r i d p l a y e d e c c l e s i a s t i c a l p o l i t i c s , f o r c i n g h i s 

c o n t e m p o r a r i e s t o accept h i s own u n d e r s t a n d i n g o f church 

o r d e r , and s u f f e r i n g f o r h i s own i n t r a n s i g e n c e . I t i s n o t , 

i t must be confessed, a view w h o l l y i n c o n s i s t e n t w i t h t h e 

i m p r e s s i o n g i v e n i n t h e Vita Wilfridi, t h e two Vitae 

Cuthberti, and t h e Historia Ecclesiastica. But i f we f o c u s 

on t h e ev e n t s o f t h e year 685, a n o t h e r , l e s s o t h e r - w o r l d l y 

view o f C u t h b e r t appears. 

Some t i m e i n 684, C u t h b e r t met w i t h A e l f f l a e d on Coquet 

I s l a n d , 1 9 7 a n d p r e d i c t e d t h a t E c g f r i t h would be dead w i t h i n 

a year and t h a t h i s successor would be h i s i l l e g i t i m a t e 

b r o t h e r , A l d f r i t h . A e l f f l a e d r a i s e d t h e q u e s t i o n o f 

C u t h b e r t ' s e l e v a t i o n t o t h e e p i s c o p a t e ( t h e i m p l i c a t i o n o f 

t h e n a r r a t i v e i s t h a t E c g f r i t h wanted her t o sound o u t t h e 

s o l i t a r y on t h e m a t t e r ) , and C u t h b e r t responded t h a t he was 

r e l u c t a n t t o accept t h e appointment, but saw i t as 

i n e v i t a b l e . The f o l l o w i n g y e a r , E c g f r i t h was k i l l e d 

f i g h t i n g i n P i c t l a n d , and C u t h b e r t was c o n s e c r a t e d . But 

when we ask i n p r e c i s e l y what o r d e r t h o s e events o c c u r r e d , 

t h e p i c t u r e l o o k s more i n t e r e s t i n g . C u t h b e r t was persuaded 

t o accept h i s new o f f i c e by a d e l e g a t i o n o f 'rex i p s e 

p r a e f a t u s una cum s a n c t i s s i m o a n t i s t e Trumvine necnon e t 
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a l i i s r e l i g i o s i s ac p o t e n t i b u s v i r i s ' . 1 9 8 A l t h o u g h a l l 

t h r e e vitae are s i l e n t about i t , and a l t h o u g h t h e Historia 

i n i t i a l l y r e c o rded t h a t 'unanimo omnium consensu ad 

episcopatum e c c l e s i a e L i n d i s f a r n e n s i s e l i g e r e t u r 1 , 1 9 9 

C u t h b e r t was a p p o i n t e d t o t h e see o f Hexham, as t h e same 

c h a p t e r o f t h e Historia notes a few l i n e s l a t e r . The 

exchange o f sees was, a c c o r d i n g t o Bede, arr a n g e d w i t h Eata 

a t C u t h b e r t ' s r e q u e s t . 

A c c o r d i n g t o t h e Peterborough m a n u s c r i p t o f t h e 

Anglo-Saxon Chronicle, 'King E c g f r i t h commanded C u t h b e r t t o 

be c o n s e c r a t e d as b i s h o p , and Arc h b i s h o p Theodore 

c o n s e c r a t e d him b i s h o p f o r Hexham a t Y o r k . . . ' 2 0 0 That t h e 

e l e c t i o n had been a t E c g f r i t h ' s i n i t i a t i v e f i t s w i t h t h e 

accounts o f t h e meeting a t Coquet, and p o i n t s t o a c l o s e 

r e l a t i o n s h i p between t h e two men. T h i s i s borne out by t h e 

accounts o f E c g f r i t h ' s d e a t h ] t h e k i n g d i e d campaigning 

a g a i n s t t h e P i c t s , d i s r e g a r d i n g t h e a d v i c e o f h i s new 

b i s h o p . 2 0 1 Both Bede and t h e Anonymous r e c o r d C u t h b e r t ' s 

knowledge o f t h e d e f e a t as m i r a c u l o u s ; a c c o r d i n g t o t h e 

e a r l i e r v e r s i o n , t h e bisho p was s i g h t - s e e i n g i n C a r l i s l e 

when he became aware t h a t t h e b a t t l e had been l o s t . 2 0 2 Bede 

e l a b o r a t e d t h i s account, w i t h C u t h b e r t v i s i t i n g t h e Queen 

and t e l l i n g her t o make p r e p a r a t i o n s t o e s c a p e . 2 0 3 Both 

w r i t e r s a s s o c i a t e t h i s w i t h a nother m i r a c l e , t h e prophecy 

t h a t C u t h b e r t made o f h i s own and H e r e b e r t ' s d e a t h , t h e 

i m p l i c a t i o n o f t h e Anonymous' p l a c i n g o f t h e s t o r y b e i n g 

t h a t C u t h b e r t and Herebert conversed on t h i s v i s i t t o 
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C a r l i s l e , and t h a t i t was t h e n , some tw e n t y - t w o months 

b e f o r e t h e i r d e a t h s , t h a t C u t h b e r t s a i d t h a t t h e y would not 

see each o t h e r a g a i n . 2 0 4 The Vita Prosaica r e v e a l i n g l y 

dates t h i s m i r a c l e t o a second v i s i t by C u t h b e r t t o 

C a r l i s l e , 1non m u l t o p o s t t e m p o r e 1 , a t which he c o n s e c r a t e d 

t h e queen, E c g f r i t h ' s widow, t o t h e r e l i g i o u s l i f e . 2 0 5 She 

was not t h e o n l y person r e t i r i n g t o a monastery a f t e r 

Nechtansmere; Trumwine, a f i g u r e c l o s e l y a s s o c i a t e d w i t h 

E c g f r i t h and h i s e x p a n s i o n i s t p l a n s n o r t h o f t h e b o r d e r , 

was t o spend t h e r e s t of h i s days a t S t r e o n e s h a l h . 2 0 6 T h i s 

l o o k s v e r y much l i k e a new regime d i s p o s i n g o f those most 

c l o s e l y a s s o c i a t e d w i t h i t s predecessor; as C u t h b e r t was 

one o f t h o s e , i t c o u l d w e l l be t h a t i t was a t t h i s p o i n t 

t h a t he was t r a n s l a t e d t o L i n d i s f a r n e , a dioc e s e o f l e s s 

importance t h a n Hexham. D.P. K i r b y i n t e r p r e t s t h e 

succession o f A l d f r i t h as a c o n t i n u a t i o n o f t h e r u l e o f 

Oswy's dy n a s t y , and suggests t h a t A e l f f l a e d would have 

welcomed t h e o u t c o m e ; 2 0 7 but t h a t A l d f r i t h was E c g f r i t h ' s 

and t h e abbess' b r o t h e r does not n e c e s s a r i l y mean t h a t he 

was t h e i r f r i e n d . T h i s was not a f a m i l y , as t h e r e b e l l i o n s 

a g a i n s t Oswy had demonstrated, noted f o r f i l i a l or 

f r a t e r n a l l o y a l t y . 2 0 8 Bede e x p l a i n e d t h e death o f E c g f r i t h 

as d i v i n e r e t r i b u t i o n f o r h i s needless and savage a t t a c k on 

t h e I r i s h t h e p r e v i o u s year; he a l s o noted t h a t one o f t h e 

consequences o f Nechtansmere was t h e independence o f t h e 

I r i s h i n B r i t a i n from Northumbrian r u l e . I t does not seem 

at a l l u n l i k e l y t h a t , f a r from b e i n g i n s e l f - i m p o s e d e x i l e 
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on account o f h i s l o v e o f books, A l d f r i t h was, l i k e Oswald 

b e f o r e him, b i d i n g h i s t i m e on Iona, u n t i l an a l l i a n c e o f 

P i c t s and I r i s h r i d him and themselves o f t h e hated 

E c g f r i t h . C u t h b e r t , c l o s e l y a s s o c i a t e d w i t h t h e k i n g , 

suddenly l o s t t h e h i g h p o s i t i o n he had j u s t g a i n e d . The 

m i r a c l e s t o r i e s suggest a g r e a t e r degree of d i s i n t e r e s t and 

c o n t r o l on t h e s a i n t ' s p a r t t h a n might have been t h e case. 

Stephen's e x p l a n a t i o n o f 685 i s t h a t E c g f r i t h ' s p e r i o d 

o f m i l i t a r y success came t o an end because he had 

q u a r r e l l e d w i t h W i l f r i d , j u s t as h i s e a r l i e r achievements 

had been due t o h i s obedience t o h i s bi s h o p . T h i s i s one o f 

t h e c r u d e r c o n f u s i o n s o f post hoc-propter hoc t h a t t h i s 

s o r t o f h i s t o r i c a l w r i t i n g a c h i e v e s , 2 0 9 but i s s i m i l a r t o 

t h e way i n which Stephen accounts f o r Caedwalla's 

e s t a b l i s h m e n t o f h i s a u t h o r i t y i n Wessex. 2 1 0 I t i s a l s o t h e 

approach f o l l o w e d i n d e a l i n g w i t h A l d f r i t h . W i l f r i d appears 

i n i t i a l l y t o have b e n e f i t e d from t h e change i n regime i n 

N o r t h u m b r i a , 2 1 1 but h i s a l l i a n c e w i t h A l d f r i t h was unhappy 

and s h o r t - l i v e d . A c c o r d i n g t o Stephen, d i v i n e judgement 

d e a l t w i t h t h i s i n t r a n s i g e n t and u n c o o p e r a t i v e k i n g , 2 1 2 as 

i t had d e a l t w i t h A e l f w i n e b e f o r e h i m . 2 1 3 But, i n a s e r i e s 

o f o t h e r w i s e unevidenced episodes, Stephen e x p l a i n s t h e 

ev e n t u a l r e s t o r a t i o n o f W i l f r i d f o r t h e l a s t few years o f 

h i s l i f e . A l d f r i t h ' s successor, Eadwulf, o n l y r e i g n e d two 

months, b e f o r e a c o n s p i r a c y p u t Osred, t h e i n f a n t son o f 

A l d f r i t h on t h e t h r o n e . 2 1 4 A e l f f l a e d (who, as w e l l as be i n g 

an i m p o r t a n t source o f i n f o r m a t i o n f o r bo t h Bede and 
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Stephen, had been a major p o l i t i c a l p l a y e r ) , 2 1 5 seems a t 

t h i s p o i n t t o have changed s i d e s , on account of A l d f r i t h ' s 

death-bed c o n v e r s i o n t o t h e cause o f W i l f r i d . Stephen t h e n 

r e l a t e s a m i r a c l e - t h a t t h e s i e g e o f Bamburgh had been 

r e l i e v e d when Osred's s u p p o r t e r s had vowed t h a t i f 

s u c c e s s f u l t h e y would r e s t o r e t o W i l f r i d h i s 

p o s s e s s i o n s . 2 1 6 The s i m i l a r i t y w i t h t h e Aidan s t o r y may be 

s i g n i f i c a n t , but t h e r e i s l i t t l e s u b t l e t y i n Stephen's 

approach. A k i n g b l e s s e d by God from h i s v i e w p o i n t was a 

p i o u s k i n g , t h a t i s t o say, one who f a v o u r e d W i l f r i d . 

However, t h a t W i l f r i d o n l y r e t a i n e d Ripon and Hexham, 2 1 7 

and t h e e p i s c o p a l see a t Hexham, 2 1 8 suggests t h a t he was a 

spent f o r c e and t h a t t h i s was t h e b e s t compromise h i s 

renewed p o l i t i c a l i n f l u e n c e c o u l d g a i n h i m . 2 1 9 

Stephen p r e s e n t s h i s hero as a l a t t e r - d a y Joseph, a man 

o f God d e s t i n e d t o be an a d v i s e r t o k i n g s . 2 2 0 Only f o r 

t h r e e s h o r t p e r i o d s , around 664, from 669-78, and a f t e r 

704, d i d W i l f r i d have any r e a l power i n N o rthumbria. For 

some t i m e i n t h e 680s, C u t h b e r t (who had, i n t e r e s t i n g l y , 

been e x p e l l e d from Ripon by W i l f r i d ' s f i r s t p a t r o n , 

A l f r i t h ) 2 2 1 was t h e e c c l e s i a s t i c whose a d v i c e t h e r o y a l 

f a m i l y sought. N e i t h e r of them was s u c c e s s f u l i n e x e r c i s i n g 

any p o l i t i c a l i n f l u e n c e f o r v e r y l o n g . The m i r a c l e s t o r i e s 

(many o f which seem t o o r i g i n a t e w i t h A e l f f l a e d ) may have 

been designed t o s creen t h a t f a c t . 
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'Pro quorum s a l u t e c o l l a t a s u n t ' : t h e m i r a c u l o u s and t h e 

c o n v e r s i o n o f England. 

W h i l s t he was r i g h t t o no t e t h a t t h e number o f m i r a c l e s 

recorded i n Bede's Historia Ecclesiastica i s f a r g r e a t e r i n 

t h e l a t e r c h a p t e r s o f t h e work, i t i s d i f f i c u l t t o f o l l o w 

J.T. Rosenthal i n h i s i n f e r e n c e t h a t m i r a c l e s t o r i e s 

t h e r e f o r e belonged i n Bede's mind t o t h e p e r i o d a f t e r t h e 

E n g l i s h had embraced C h r i s t i a n i t y or h i s a s s e r t i o n t h a t Bede 

pr e s e n t e d t h e c o n v e r s i o n , 'almost w h o l l y w i t h o u t t h e use o f 

or r e s o r t t o m i r a c l e s ' . 2 2 2 His assessment needs t o be 

c h a l l e n g e d i n two r e s p e c t s ; on t h e one hand, Rosenthal 

assumed t h a t o n l y t h e f i r s t h a l f o f t h e Historia 

Ecclesiastica i s an h i s t o r y o f t h e c o n v e r s i o n , and, on t h e 

o t h e r , he concluded t h a t t h e c o m p a r a t i v e absence o f t h e 

m i r a c u l o u s from t h e e a r l i e r c h a p t e r s i n d i c a t e d t h a t Bede 

f e l t t h a t m i r a c l e s were ' t o e n r i c h [and] t o r e v i t a l i z e ' 

God's d i s p e n s a t i o n 'not t o prove i t ' . 2 2 3 An a l t e r n a t i v e 

r e a d i n g would see t h e whole o f t h e Historia as being t h e 

s t o r y o f t h e c o n v e r s i o n , l e a d i n g t o t h e t r i u m p h a n t 

c o n c l u s i o n t h a t 'Hie e s t i n p r a e s e n t i a r u m u n i v e r s a e s t a t u s 

B r i t t a n i a e . . . . d o m i n i c a e i n c a r n a t i o n i s anno DCCXXXI. I n c u i u s 

regno perp e t u o e x u l t e t t e r r a , e t c o n g r a t u l a n t e i n f i d e e i u s 

B r i t t a n i a . . . 1 2 2 4 That t h e c o n v e r s i o n i s t h e c r u c i a l theme o f 

th e work i s s t r e s s e d as m i r a c l e s t o r i e s are t o l d a t c r i t i c a l 

j u n c t u r e s . 

One o f t h e p u z z l e s about t h e d i s t r i b u t i o n o f m i r a c l e 

s t o r i e s i n t h e Historia Ecclesiastica i s why some s a i n t s 
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seem t o be u n r e p r e s e n t e d i n t h e r e g i s t e r o f wonder workers. 

One such i s A u g u s t i n e , a s i l e n c e which i s a l l t h e more 

p e r p l e x i n g as we know t h a t Bede had e x c e l l e n t C anterbury 

sources and, from a l e t t e r o f Gregory t h a t i s i n c l u d e d i n 

t h e work, t h a t A u g u s t i n e and h i s companions were b e l i e v e d a t 

t h e t i m e t o be w o r k i n g m i r a c l e s . 2 2 5 Bede i s c l e a r t h a t these 

m i r a c l e s p l a y e d a p a r t i n s e c u r i n g t h e c o n v e r s i o n o f 

A e t h e l b e r t and h i s c o u n s e l l o r s : 'At ubi i p s e e t i a m i n t e r 

a l i o s d e l e c t a t u s v i t a mundissima sanctorum e t p r o m i s s i s 

eorum s u a v i s s i m i s , quae vera esse m i r a c u l o r u m quoque 

multorum o s t e n s i o n e f i r m a v e r u n t , credens b a p t i z a t u s 

e s t . . . ' . 2 2 6 The answer may s i m p l y be t h a t t h e Canterbury 

community t o o k t h e s a n c t i o n o f Gregory not t o f a l l i n t o 

c o n c e i t on account o f t h e m i r a c l e s t o h e a r t , t o t h e p o i n t o f 

s u p p r e s s i n g t h e memory o f t h e w o n d e r f u l deeds o f t h e e a r l y 

d a y s . 2 2 7 But one s t o r y was communicated t o Bede, t h a t o f t h e 

c o n f e r e n c e A u g u s t i n e h e l d w i t h t h e B r i t i s h b i s h o p s . 2 2 8 

W h i l s t A u g u s t i n e seems t o have been t a c t l e s s i n h i s d e a l i n g 

w i t h t h e i n d i g e n o u s church i n some r e s p e c t s , Bede emphasizes 

t h a t t h e Roman m i s s i o n was t h e means by which t h e 

Anglo-Saxons were d e s t i n e d t o r e c e i v e t h e f a i t h . At t h e 

c o n f e r e n c e , A u g u s t i n e i n v i t e d t h e B r i t i s h t o j o i n w i t h him 

i n t h e e v a n g e l i z a t i o n . The two s i d e s were unable t o agree on 

t h e d e t a i l s o f t h e i r u n i t y , so a c o n t e s t was proposed t o 

s e t t l e t h e argument; a b l i n d Englishman ( t h e race i s 

s i g n i f i c a n t ) was p r e s e n t e d , but t h e B r i t i s h b i s h ops f a i l e d 

t o r e s t o r e h i s s i g h t . 
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...tandem A u g u s t i n u s i u s t a n e c e s s i t a t e c o npulsus 
f l e c t i t genua sua ad Patrem Domini n o s t r i Jesu 
C h r i s t i , deprecans u t visum caeco quern a m i s e r a t 
r e s t i t u e r e t , e t per i n l u m i n a t i o n e m u n i u s hominis 
c o r p o r a l e m i n pl u r i m o r u m corde f i d e l i u m 
s p i r i t a l i s g r a t i a m l u c i s a c c e n d e r e t . Nec mora, 
i n l u m i n a t u r caecus, ac verus summae l u c i s praeco 
ab omnibus p r a e d i c a t u r A u g u s t i n u s . 2 2 9 

The meaning o f t h e s t o r y i s t r a n s p a r e n t ; l i k e t h e t a l e o f 

t h e martyrdom o f t h e H e w a l d s , 2 3 0 t h e episode o p e r a t e s as a 

p i c t u r e o f t h e c o n v e r s i o n . A u g u s t i n e i s t h e one who, d e s p i t e 

t h e o b s t i n a c y o f t h e B r i t i s h c h u r c h , i s t o b r i n g t h e l i g h t 

o f s a l v a t i o n t o t h e gens Anglorum. 

These s t o r i e s f i t i n t o a t r a d i t i o n o f t h e use o f 

m i r a c l e s t o r i e s which Bede r e c e i v e d from one o f h i s 

c o n t i n e n t a l sources. C o n s t a n t i u s ' Vita Germani d e s c r i b e s t h e 

j o u r n e y o f t h e bi s h o p o f Auxerre t o B r i t a i n t o combat 

Pe l a g i a n i s m , a j o u r n e y which began i n q u i e t water w i t h a 

f a v o u r a b l e wind b u t l a t e r encountered a v i o l e n t t e m p e s t . 2 3 1 

Germanus s t i l l e d t h e storm w i t h a s p r i n k l i n g o f h o l y water. 

Bede, a t y p i c a l l y , f o l l o w e d C o n s t a n t i u s ' e x p l a n a t i o n o f t h e 

storm as due t o t h e a c t i v i t y o f demons, and r e t a i n e d t h e 

i m p l i e d p a r a l l e l between t h e calm r e s t o r e d t o t h e channel 

and t h a t b r o u g h t by o r t h o d o x y t o t h e B r i t i s h c h u r c h . 2 3 2 

C o n s t a n t i u s a l s o p r o v i d e d Bede w i t h a s t o r y v e r y c l o s e t o 

t h e one t o l d o f A u g u s t i n e ; i n t h e m i d s t o f t h e debate w i t h 

t h e P e l a g i a n s , Germanus was p r e s e n t e d w i t h a c h i l d who was 

b l i n d . He responded t o t h e e n t r e a t y o f a l l t o c u r e her ( t h e 

Pelagians d e c l i n e d t o a t t e m p t t o do so) by p l a c i n g a small 

c o n t a i n e r o f r e l i c s on her eyes, 'quos s t a t i m evacuatos 
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t e n e b r i s lumen v e r i t a t i s i m p l e v i t . 1 2 3 3 The i m p l i c a t i o n i s 

t h a t i t was not o n l y p h y s i c a l s i g h t o f t h e g i r l t h a t was 

g r a n t e d t h r o u g h t h e 'lumen v e r i t a t i s ' . 

Two p o i n t s emerge: t h a t m i r a c l e s were o f s i g n i f i c a n c e 

i n a c h i e v i n g t h e c o n v e r s i o n and t h a t t h e s t o r i e s r e f l e c t t h e 

ways i n which t r u t h r e p l a c e d e r r o r . The account t h a t t h e 

Vita Gregorii g i v e s o f t h e c o n v e r s i o n of Northumbria i s o f 

i n t e r e s t i n t h i s r e s p e c t . The a u t h o r o f f e r s a confused 

v e r s i o n o f t h e m i r a c l e which Bede a l s o d e s c r i b e s as c r u c i a l 

i n p e r s u a d i n g Edwin t o c o n v e r t , t h e v i s i o n t h a t he had 

w h i l s t i n e x i l e which was l a t e r r e v e a l e d t o P a u l i n u s . 2 3 4 

M a y r - H a r t i n g may be r i g h t t o i n t e r p r e t t h e s t o r y as an 

a l l e g o r y o f how P a u l i n u s f r e e d Edwin from t h e dependency on 

Redwald t h a t h i s r e s t o r a t i o n from e x i l e had c r e a t e d ; 2 3 5 what 

i s more i m p o r t a n t i s t h a t t h e m i r a c l e removed many o f 

Edwin's doubts about t h e change o f r e l i g i o n . The s t o r y 

serves a n o t h e r purpose - t o emphasize t h a t Edwin was 

r e t u r n e d t o power by d i v i n e p r o v i d e n c e , i n o r d e r t h a t 

C h r i s t i a n i t y might be brought t o N o r t h u m b r i a . 2 3 6 As we have 

a l r e a d y seen, f o r t h e Anonymous o f S t r e o n e s h a l h , t h e l i n e 

between t h e m i r a c u l o u s and t h e non-miraculous i s f a r f r o m 

c l e a r ; P a u l i n u s ' k i l l i n g a crow w h i l s t t h e k i n g was on h i s 

way t o be c a t e c h i z e d seems t o o p e r a t e i n t h e same way as 

some o f t h e m i r a c l e s do - i t h e l p s t o persuade t h e w i t n e s s e s 

o f t h e t r u t h o f t h e message, and i t i l l u s t r a t e s t h e 

replacement o f t h e senseless and u g l y by grace and t r u t h . 2 3 7 

S i m i l a r t o t h e s t o r i e s o f A u g u s t i n e or t h e Hewalds a r e 
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those t o l d o f W i l f r i d ' s e v a n g e l i z a t i o n i n Sussex and i n 

F r i s i a . 2 3 8 Again, these are m i r a c l e s which a s s i s t i n t h e 

t a s k o f c o n v e r s i o n by c o n f i r m i n g t h e t r u t h o f t h e p r e a c h i n g , 

and which r e f l e c t t h e s p i r i t u a l u n d e r s t a n d i n g o f what has 

h a p p e n e d . 2 3 9 But, perhaps a l e r t t o t h e danger t h a t 

c o n v e r s i o n , even (maybe e s p e c i a l l y ) i f accompanied by 

m i r a c l e s , c o u l d be s h o r t - l i v e d , Bede r e l a t e s a n o t h e r t a l e 

from Sussex. S h o r t l y a f t e r t h e e s t a b l i s h m e n t o f W i l f r i d ' s 

monastery i n Selsey, t h e plague d e v a s t a t e d t h e area. Acca 

r e p o r t e d t o Bede t h a t Oswald appeared t o a boy i n t h e 

monastery t o prophesy t h a t he would be t h e o n l y f a t a l i t y . 

The prophecy p r o v i n g r e l i a b l e , word o f i t spread, and 'Ex 

qua nimirum v i s i o n e m u l t i , qui haec a u d i r e p o t u e r u n t , e t ad 

exorandam i n a d v e r s i s d i v i n a m clementiam e t ad s a l u t a r i a 

i e i u n i o r u m remedia subeunda sunt m i r a b i l i t e r a c c e n s i . ' 2 4 0 

Rosenthal argued t h a t comments l i k e t h i s one and t h a t a t t h e 

end o f t h e s t o r y o f Imma's c h a i n s 2 4 1 i n d i c a t e a 

p o s t - c o n v e r s i o n B r i t a i n , and were about t h e i n c r e a s e o f 

f a i t h ; 2 4 2 but t h i s view u n d e r e s t i m a t e s t h e f r a g i l i t y o f t h e 

c o n v e r s i o n . As Bede and h i s c o n t e m p o r a r i e s knew, t h e new 

r e l i g i o n had t o p e n e t r a t e Anglo-Saxon s o c i e t y ; 2 4 3 t h e danger 

of apostasy, p a r t i c u l a r l y a t a t i m e o f plague, was r e a l . 2 4 4 

I t was a p a r t o f c o n v e r s i o n h i s t o r y t h a t m i r a c l e s s h o u l d not 

o n l y accompany t h e f i r s t a r r i v a l o f t h e f a i t h i n an area, 

but a l s o h e l p i n i t s maintenance. 

F i r s t among s t o r i e s s e r v i n g t h i s purpose must be 

reckoned t h a t o f Laurence's s c o u r g i n g by Peter i n a v i s i o n . 
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At a c r i t i c a l moment, t h i s m i r a c l e not o n l y keeps t h e Roman 

mis s i o n a l i v e i n Kent b u t r e s u l t e d , once Laurence had shown 

him h i s wounds, i n t h e c o n v e r s i o n o f E a d b a l d . 2 4 5 As Sr 

Benedicta Ward has p o i n t e d o u t , t h e symbolism o f t h e s t o r y 

i s t h a t i t i s t h e p a t r o n o f t h e Roman church who a s s a u l t s 

L a u r e n c e ; 2 4 6 Bede's theme, she m a i n t a i n s , i s t h e a u t h o r i t y 

o f t h e C h r i s t i a n Church, c e n t r e d on Rome. That i s indeed 

t r u e , but i t might be t h a t t h e s t o r y i s making a s l i g h t l y 

d i f f e r e n t p o i n t ; i n d i s p l a y i n g h i s wounds t o Eadbald, 

Laurence convinced t h e k i n g t h a t t h e y were d e a l i n g w i t h a 

f o r c e t o o g r e a t f o r r e s i s t a n c e . Was Eadbald, whose p o s i t i o n 

was not as s t r o n g as t h a t o f h i s f a t h e r , 2 4 7 prepared t o r i s k 

a q u a r r e l w i t h Rome, e s p e c i a l l y i f , as may w e l l have been 

the case, t h e A u g u s t i n i a n m i s s i o n had had M e r o v i n g i a n 

s u p p o r t behind i t ? 2 4 8 To t h e p i o u s , however, another theme 

would be d i s c e r n i b l e - t h a t t h e work o f e v a n g e l i z a t i o n was 

something o f God, which humans were unable t o f r u s t r a t e . The 

p o i n t i s , i n t e r e s t i n g l y , made i n r e v e r s e i n a s t o r y about 

t h e m i s s i o n t o t h e c o n t i n e n t . 2 4 9 E c g b e r t , t h e E n g l i s h p r i e s t 

i n e x i l e i n I r e l a n d , was one o f those i n t e n d i n g t o 

e v a n g e l i z e t h e c o n t i n e n t a l Angles and Saxons. However, 

another monk r e c e i v e d a v i s i o n o f B o i s i l commanding him t o 

t e l l Ecgbert not t o go, because h i s m i n i s t r y was w i t h i n t h e 

Ionan communities. Ecgbert i g n o r e d t h e w a r n i n g , a l t h o u g h i t 

was t w i c e g i v e n , b u t a storm p r e v e n t e d him from s a i l i n g , so 

he remained i n I r e l a n d . That t h e elements c o u l d be used 

p r o v i d e n t i a l l y i s r e f l e c t e d i n t h e d e t a i l t h a t i t was a 
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chance storm which landed W i l f r i d i n F r i s i a . 2 5 0 His success 

t h e r e c o n t r a s t e d w i t h t h e e a r l i e r f a i l u r e o f W i t b e r t , 2 5 1 b u t 

Bede 1s c o n c l u s i o n t o t h e account o f t h a t a b o r t i v e m i s s i o n i s 

t h a t a l t h o u g h t h e e v a n g e l i z a t i o n o f t h e F r i s i a n s was a 

p r i o r i t y (and t h e n e x t c h a p t e r r e c o r d s t h e more p r o f i t a b l e 

m i n i s t r y o f Wi 1 1 i b r o r d ) , 2 5 2 W i t b e r t s t i l l had u s e f u l work 

amongst h i s own people t o do. 

I t i s c l e a r t h a t w r i t e r s i n t h e e a r l y e i g h t h c e n t u r y 

c o u l d themselves remember a t i m e when t h e i n i t i a l 

e v a n g e l i z a t i o n was s t i l l under way; Bede, n e a r i n g t h e end o f 

h i s l i f e , f e l t t h a t t h e process was not complete, and would 

not be u n t i l t h e G r e g o r i a n p l a n o f e c c l e s i a s t i c a l 

o r g a n i z a t i o n had been se t i n p l a c e . 2 5 3 The Anonymous o f 

L i n d i s f a r n e r e c o r d s C u t h b e r t ' s m i s s i o n s f r o m Melrose as 

being t o b a p t i z e , 2 5 4 i t i s c l e a r t h a t i n l a r g e areas o f t h e 

south-west o f England t h e r e was l i t t l e o r no C h r i s t i a n i t y 

b e f o r e t h e a c t i v i t y o f W i l f r i d i n t h e 680s, 2 5 5 and even 

Guth l a c , whose vita seems t o be s e t a t a t i m e when t h e f a i t h 

was w i d e l y accepted, was succeeded i n h i s h e r m i t a g e by a 

f i r s t g e n e r a t i o n C h r i s t i a n . 2 5 6 But t h i s i s not t h e 

i m p r e s s i o n t h a t many modern s c h o l a r s g i v e o f t h e c o n v e r s i o n ; 

th e common view i s t h a t by t h e 660s, w i t h t h e acceptance o f 

C h r i s t i a n i t y by W u l f h e r e , and t h e Synod o f S t r e o n e s h a l h 

marking t h e coalescence o f t h e n o r t h e r n and s o u t h e r n 

m i s s i o n s , t h e new r e l i g i o n was f i r m l y e s t a b l i s h e d . 2 5 7 The 

reason f o r t h i s view i s t o be found i n t h e way i n which some 

of t h e evidence o f c o n v e r s i o n b l u r s t h e p i c t u r e . As t h e 
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study o f t h e m i r a c l e s t o r i e s r e p e a t e d l y c o n f i r m s , 

C h r i s t i a n i t y was r e c e i v e d f i r s t l y , and p o s s i b l y m a i n l y , by 

t h e a r i s t o c r a c y . 2 5 8 J. Campbell argued t h a t Bede, u n l i k e 

Stephen, gave a f a l s e i m p r e s s i o n o f t h e s t a t e o f t h e church 

i n h i s own day. The seventh c e n t u r y had, he m a i n t a i n e d , seen 

a r e v i v a l o f Romanesque c u l t u r e i n b o t h B r i t a i n and Gaul, 

and i n England t h i s had l e d t o t h e e s t a b l i s h m e n t o f a v e r y 

l a r g e number o f m o n a s t e r i e s , t h e development o f l e a r n i n g , 

and t o t h e c r e a t i o n o f an enormously w e a l t h y c h u r c h . 2 5 9 The 

necessary p r e r e q u i s i t e f o r t h a t had been accomplished i n t h e 

c o n v e r s i o n o f most of t h e r o y a l houses by ca.660 and t h e 

acceptance, t h r o u g h Theodore, Biscop and W i l f r i d , o f t h e 

a u t h o r i t y o f Rome. S i m i l a r l y , Wormald, a r g u i n g from t h e 

c h a r t e r e v idence, p o i n t s o u t t h a t 'the most immediate s o c i a l 

r e s u l t o f t h e c o n v e r s i o n was massive landed i n v e s t m e n t i n 

t h e c h u r c h . ' 2 6 0 W h i l s t t h i s might a l l p o i n t t o a w e a l t h y 

c h u r c h , even t o a w e l l e s t a b l i s h e d c h u r c h , i t t e l l s us 

n o t h i n g about t h e way i n which t h e e v a n g e l i z a t i o n o f t h e 

g r e a t mass o f t h e p o p u l a t i o n had been accomplished, i f 

accomplished i t had been. The i m p r e s s i o n remains o f a 

r e l i g i o n r e s t r i c t e d (as t h e paganism i t s u p p l a n t e d had 

b e e n ) 2 6 1 t o t h e ranks o f t h e landed comites o f t h e k i n g . 

Bede's c o n c e r n , 2 6 2 as expressed i n t h e l e t t e r t o Ecgbert, 

was not t o deny t h e r e a l i t y o f t h e church's w e a l t h , but t o 

h i g h l i g h t t h e need f o r more e v a n g e l i z a t i o n , c o n s i s t i n g o f 

such b a s i c measures as t h e r e c i t a t i o n o f t h e Creed and t h e Our 

F a t h e r . 2 6 3 R.M.T. H i l l noted t h a t a l a c k o f c l e r g y p r o b a b l y 
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meant t h a t t h e spread o f C h r i s t i a n i t y was i n t h e hands o f 

the l a i t y t o some e x t e n t , 2 6 4 and t h e evidence i n t h e 

p e n i t e n t i a l s t h a t a d u l t baptism was, i f n o t t h e norm, s t i l l 

f r e q u e n t l y p r a c t i s e d , a l s o p o i n t s t o a church s t i l l i n t h e 

f i r s t stages o f e v a n g e l i z a t i o n . 2 6 5 

I n which case, we can see t h e m i r a c l e s o f C u t h b e r t i n 

c o n t e x t : 'plebem r u s t i c a m verbo p r a e d i c a t i o n i s s i m u l e t 

opere v i r t u t i s ad c a e l e s t i a v o c a r e t ' . 2 6 6 The words opere 

virtutis might s i m p l y mean t h a t C u t h b e r t ' s p i e t y and 

personal d e v o t i o n impressed h i s h e a r e r s ; but virtus was so 

o f t e n used i n t h e sense o f t h e power t o work m i r a c l e s , and 

Cu t h b e r t so w i d e l y c e l e b r a t e d as a thaumaturge, i t i s 

d i f f i c u l t t o b e l i e v e t h a t Bede d i d not have i n mind a s e r i e s 

of m i r a c u l o u s deeds accompanying t h e pr e a c h i n g o f t h e 

g o s p e l . Whether or not t h i s was t h e f i r s t t i m e t h a t t h i s 

area had been e v a n g e l i z e d i s not c l e a r ; b u t once we accept 

t h a t t h e m i r a c l e s t o r i e s are t o l d o f a m i n i s t r y i n t h e 

c o n t e x t o f a people b a r e l y , i f a t a l l c o n v e r t e d , t h e n we see 

t h a t o t h e r s t o r i e s might w e l l be a p a r t o f t h e c o n v e r s i o n 

h i s t o r y . One example from C u t h b e r t ' s e p i s c o p a l m i n i s t r y 

makes t h e p o i n t : b o t h t h e Anonymous and Bede t e l l how d u r i n g 

a v i s i t a t i o n , when C u t h b e r t was p r e a c h i n g and c o n f i r m i n g , a 

young man was c a r r i e d t o him, and how t h e bisho p responded 

t o t h e request t o heal him. I n bo t h t h e Vita Metrica and t h e 

Anonymous L i f e t h e s t o r y i s t o l d t o emphasize a p a r a l l e l 

w i t h one o f t h e m i r a c l e s o f C h r i s t ; 2 6 7 but t h e Vita Prosaica 

d i s p l a y s a d i f f e r e n t a p p r o a c h . 2 6 8 Bede ( i n both h i s 
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a c c o u n t s ) makes t h e Anonymous' p a r a l y t i c a y o u t h on t h e 

p o i n t o f d e a t h , and ( i n t h e Vita Prosaica) develops t h e 

topography o f t h e s t o r y . A l t h o u g h t h i s w i l d and mountainous 

r e g i o n had been e v a n g e l i z e d , t h e r e was no c o n t i n u a n c e o f 

m i n i s t r y t h e r e ; C u t h b e r t had t o preach i n a temporary 

s t r u c t u r e f o r l a c k o f a c h u r c h , and t h a t t h i s was f o r two 

days b e f o r e t h e c o n f i r m a t i o n s suggests a p e r i o d o f 

c a t e c h i z i n g . 2 6 9 I n t h i s c o n t e x t , t h e m i r a c l e s t o r y can be 

understood as a p i c t u r e o f t h e c o n v e r s i o n - t h e people are 

l i k e t h e y o u t h , on t h e p o i n t o f ( s p i r i t u a l ) d e a t h , u n t i l t h e 

m a r v e l l o u s m i n i s t r y o f C u t h b e r t r e s t o r e d them. Perhaps 

u n w i t t i n g l y , A l c u i n ' s summary o f t h e s t o r y e n c a p s u l a t e s 

Bede's view o f t h e m i n i s t r y o f t h e e v a n g e l i s t : 

...quomodo iuvenem m o r i t u r u m f o r t e v i a t o r 
r e p p e r i t , orando c u i r e d d i d i t i p s e s a l u t e m . 2 7 0 

A young c h u r c h , needing t o be n u r t u r e d and r e c a l l e d t o t h e 

way o f s a l v a t i o n , i s a theme r u n n i n g t h r o u g h more o f t h e 

m i r a c l e s t o r i e s than i s a t f i r s t o b v i o u s . As t h e l e t t e r t o 

Ecgbert c o n f i r m s , t h a t was t h e view from t h e monastery. 

'C e l l am Dominus f r a t r u m d e c o r a v i t honore' : m i r a c l e s and t h e 

m o n a s t e r i e s ' u n d e r s t a n d i n g o f t h e i r own h i s t o r y . 

The c o n s i s t e n t argument o f t h i s t h e s i s has been t h a t 

t h e m i r a c l e s t o r i e s were r e c o r d e d by monks who heard them 

( i n t h e main) from o t h e r monks about w o n d e r f u l deeds 

ex p e r i e n c e d or w i t n e s s e d by monks t h r o u g h t h e m i n i s t r y o f 

s a i n t s who were monks and t h e n w r o t e them down, o f t e n f o r 

t h e b e n e f i t o f more s e n i o r monks. 2 7 1 Of course, t h a t 
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g e n e r a l i z a t i o n cannot be s u s t a i n e d i n e very case, but i t 

a p p l i e s i n t h e m a j o r i t y o f i n s t a n c e s . I t i s not s u r p r i s i n g , 

t h e r e f o r e , t h a t as w e l l as t e l l i n g something o f t h e s t o r y o f 

t h e c o n v e r s i o n , and r e c o r d i n g something o f t h e p o l i t i c a l 

h i s t o r y o f t h e p e r i o d , t h e s e a u t h o r s were a l s o r e c o u n t i n g 

t h e h i s t o r i e s o f t h e i r own (and each o t h e r ' s ) houses. That 

many o f t h e works c o n t a i n i n g m i r a c l e s t o r i e s were w r i t t e n , 

a t l e a s t i n p a r t , t o e x t o l t h e l i f e o f a monastery or a 

group o f m o n a s t e r i e s has a l r e a d y been n o t e d , 2 7 2 and i t i s 

p o s s i b l e t o argue t h a t a number o f t h e s t o r i e s seem t o 

i n d i c a t e a c u l t r i v a l r y between d i f f e r e n t houses, as each 

c l a i m e d s i m i l a r m i r a c l e s f o r t h e i r s a i n t or t h e i r s h r i n e . 2 7 3 

But j u s t as b o t h p o l i t i c a l h i s t o r y and c o n v e r s i o n h i s t o r y 

i n f l u e n c e d t h e t e l l i n g o f m i r a c l e s t o r i e s i n more s u b t l e 

ways, so i n t h e i r use o f t h i s m a t e r i a l t h e e i g h t h - c e n t u r y 

a u t h o r s r e v e a l t o us something o f t h e i r own agenda. The 

m i r a c l e s t o r i e s can be shown t o form a p a r t o f t h e way i n 

which t h e w r i t e r wanted t h e o r i g i n s o f an house or paruchia 

t o be u n d e r s t o o d , and i n some cases i t i s c l e a r t h a t t h e r e 

was more than one i n t e r p r e t a t i o n o f a community's p a s t . 

Many r e l i g i o u s houses a s s o c i a t e d t h e i r f o u n d a t i o n w i t h 

a m i r a c u l o u s o c c u r r e n c e . Crowland e x i s t e d , a c c o r d i n g t o t h e 

Vita GuthT aci, b o t h because Gu t h l a c had w r e s t l e d w i t h t h e 

demons t h e r e 2 7 4 ( r a t h e r as C u t h b e r t had d r i v e n them from 

Fame and Cedd had c o n s e c r a t e d L a s t i n g h a m ) , 2 7 5 and because 

A e t h e l b a l d wanted t o show h i s g r a t i t u d e f o r G u t h l a c ' s 

a s s i s t a n c e d u r i n g h i s e x i l e . 2 7 6 A l t h o u g h here expressed 
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m i r a c u l o u s l y , i t would appear t h a t Crowland, l i k e a l a r g e 

number o f o t h e r m o n a s t e r i e s , c e l e b r a t e d i t s r o y a l 

f o u n d a t i o n s . The case o f t h e monks o f Bardney and t h e 

remains o f Oswald i l l u s t r a t e s how t h e m a r r i a g e o f members o f 

d i f f e r e n t d y n a s t i e s c o u l d l e a v e a community w i t h d i v i d e d 

l o y a l t i e s . 2 7 7 Two examples demonstrate how d i f f e r e n t a u t h o r s 

c o u l d use m i r a c l e s t o r i e s t o g i v e w e i g h t t o a l t e r n a t i v e 

i n t e r p r e t a t i o n s o f t h e o r i g i n s o f a monastic community, and 

t h e r e f o r e i t s a l l e g i a n c e . The f i r s t i s S t r e o n e s h a l h . I n h i s 

b i o g r a p h i c a l c h a p t e r on H i l d , Bede d e s c r i b e s t h e f o u n d a t i o n 

o f t h e monastery as t h e crowni n g g l o r y o f her l i f e ' s 

w o r k . 2 7 8 Her c l o s e a s s o c i a t i o n w i t h t h e East A n g l i a n r o y a l 

f a m i l y and her d e s i r e t o e n t e r t h e monastic l i f e a re 

d e s c r i b e d , b e f o r e Bede goes on t o r e l a t e her f o u n d a t i o n o f 

an u n i d e n t i f i e d s i t e on t h e R i v e r W e a r , 2 7 9 t r a n s f e r t o 

H a r t l e p o o l , and e v e n t u a l e s t a b l i s h m e n t o f S t r e o n e s h a l h . Bede 

does not i n f o r m t h e reader who g r a n t e d t h e land f o r t h i s 

f o u n d a t i o n , b u t t h e i m p l i c a t i o n o f h i s account o f t h e Synod, 

wherein t h e k i n g seems t o t r e a t i t as a per s o n a l p o s s e s s i o n , 

suggests t h a t Oswy must have been t h e b e n e f a c t o r . 2 8 0 Bede 

s t r e s s e s Hi I d ' s a s s o c i a t i o n w i t h A i d a n , and t h u s s e t s her 

a c t i v i t y i n t h e c o n t e x t o f t h e second ( I r i s h ) m i s s i o n t o 

Northumbria. Three m i r a c l e s t o r i e s t o l d t o conclude t h e 

c h a p t e r a l l f o c u s on H i l d ' s p e r s o n a l s a n c t i t y ; her mother 

had a dream b e f o r e her b i r t h o f a b r i g h t l i g h t s h i n i n g a l l 

over B r i t a i n , and a t her death members o f her community, 

both a t S t r e o n e s h a l h and a t Hacanos (some t h i r t e e n m i l e s 
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away) were g r a n t e d v i s i o n s o f her p a s s i n g . Thus t h e 

c e n t r a l i t y o f H i l d t o t h e l i f e o f her monastic paruchia i s 

s t r e s s e d . 

But t h e a u t h o r o f Vita Gregorii never mentions h e r . 2 8 1 

He t e l l s t h e s t o r y o f t h e d i s c o v e r y o f Edwin's remains and 

t h e i r entombment a t S t r e o n e s h a l h but d e s c r i b e s t h e monastery 

as 'coenobium famosissimum A e l f 1 e d e ' . 2 8 2 The s i g n i f i c a n c e 

f o r t h e w r i t e r o f A e l f f l a e d was t h a t she was t h e daughter o f 

Ea n f l e d ( r a t h e r t h a n o f Oswy) and t h e granddaughter o f 

Edwin; t h e i n t e r m e n t o f t h e bones i n t h e church o f St Peter 

a l o n g s i d e those o f Gregory serves t o l i n k t h e house w i t h t h e 

f i r s t (Roman) m i s s i o n t o N o r t h u m b r i a . 2 8 3 The v i s i o n m a t e r i a l 

i s used t o add w e i g h t t o t h i s i n t e r p r e t a t i o n o f t h e 

monastery's p a s t , so t h a t t h e vita does not s i m p l y c e l e b r a t e 

t h e e x i s t e n c e o f t h e Northumbrian ' E i g e n k l o s t e r ' , b u t s e t s 

i t f i r m l y w i t h i n t h a t p a r t o f t h e kingdom's h e r i t a g e which 

i s Edwinian, Roman and Dei r a n , r a t h e r t h a n t h a t which i s 

Oswaldian, I r i s h and B e r n i c i a n . 

A s i m i l a r s u b t l e manoeuvering i s d i s c e r n i b l e when we 

t u r n t o t r a d i t i o n s a s s o c i a t e d w i t h t h e W i l f r i d i a n paruchiae. 

Both K i r b y 2 8 4 and T h a c k e r 2 8 5 have argued t h a t W i l f r i d ' s 

f o u n d a t i o n s were, a f t e r 705, p r o m o t i n g t h e c u l t o f Oswald. 

Bede i n c l u d e d a number of s t o r i e s which suggested t h a t t h e 

monks o f W i l f r i d ' s f o u n d a t i o n s were under t h e g r e a t k i n g ' s 

s p e c i a l p r o t e c t i o n . Oswald's posthumous appearance a t Selsey 

i s o n e ; 2 8 6 t h a t Bede was g i v e n some o f h i s Oswald m a t e r i a l 

by Acca r e i n f o r c e s t h a t i m p r e s s i o n . 2 8 7 I n h i s account o f t h e 
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c u l t c e n t r e a t t h e H e a v e n f i e l d c r o s s , 2 8 8 Bede mentions t h a t 

t h e monks o f Hexham were r e s p o n s i b l e f o r t h e f i r s t w o r s h i p 

t h e r e , and t e l l s t h e s t o r y o f one o f t h e b r o t h e r s b e i n g 

cured o f a broken arm by some moss taken from t h e c r o s s . 

E i t h e r t h e monastery boasted two monks by t h e name o f 

Bothelm i n t h e e a r l y e i g h t h c e n t u r y , or one i n d i v i d u a l was 

somewhat a c c i d e n t - p r o n e , as Stephen's account o f t h e 

f o u n d a t i o n o f Hexham i n c l u d e s t h e s t o r y o f Bothelm f a l l i n g 

f r o m a g r e a t h e i g h t w h i l s t t h e b u i l d i n g was i n p r o g r e s s and 

W i l f r i d r e s t o r i n g him t o l i f e when he was t h o u g h t t o be 

d e a d . 2 8 9 Bede mentions n o t h i n g o f t h e f o u n d a t i o n o f Hexham; 

h i s o n l y acknowledgement o f i t s connexion w i t h W i l f r i d i s 

h i s r e p o r t t h a t i t was t o t h i s see ( n o t house) t h a t Acca 

succeeded on W i l f r i d ' s d e a t h . 2 9 0 A c c o r d i n g t o Stephen, 

Hexham was a g i f t f r o m A e t h e l t h r y t h , w i t h whom W i l f r i d had a 

c l o s e a s s o c i a t i o n . 2 9 1 The b u i l d i n g o f t h e church seems t o 

have taken p l a c e i n t h e 670s; Bede's f i r s t mention o f t h e 

p l a c e i s t h a t i t was t h e seat o f Eata when he was a p p o i n t e d 

b i s h o p f o r B e r n i c i a . 2 9 2 The e f f e c t i s once again t h a t t h e 

monastery i s pla c e d by each a u t h o r i n a d i f f e r e n t t r a d i t i o n . 

That t h e r e was r e a l t e n s i o n between these two i s a l s o 

i l l u s t r a t e d by t h e h i s t o r y of Ripon, which A l f r i t h t r e a t e d 

i t as i f i t remained h i s per s o n a l p o s s e s s i o n , g i v i n g i t 

f i r s t t o E a t a 2 9 3 and l a t e r t o W i l f r i d . 2 9 4 I n t h a t c o n t e x t , 

t h e two s t o r i e s which d e f i n i t e l y belong t o Ripon are 

s i g n i f i c a n t . Bede t e l l s t h a t C u t h b e r t s e r v e d as guestmaster 

t h e r e and was v i s i t e d by an a n g e l , a s t o r y which s u b t l y 
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p r a i s e s t h e q u a l i t y o f r e l i g i o u s observance t h e r e under 

E a t a . 2 9 5 Stephen t e l l s t h a t on t h e a n n i v e r s a r y o f W i l f r i d ' s 

d e a t h , t h e monks came t o g e t h e r and w i t n e s s e d a l i g h t i n t h e 

sky over Ripon, a s i g n t h a t t h e house was s t i l l under t h e 

bishop's p r o t e c t i o n . 2 9 6 

The theme o f p r o t e c t i o n i s r e f l e c t e d i n o t h e r s t o r i e s . 

I t would appear t h a t a m i r a c l e s t o r y was a p r a c t i s e d way t o 

reassure a community o f i t s p l a c e w i t h i n t h e purposes o f 

God, d e s p i t e t h e v i c i s s i t u d e s t h a t might be a f f l i c t i n g i t . 

The u n s u c c e s s f u l a t t a c k on Oundle i s a s t o r y o f t h a t t y p e , 

as not o n l y does t h e monastery r e f u s e t o be burned, but an 

angel appears t o r e p u l s e t h e a t t a c k e r s , who soon meet t h e i r 

e n d . 2 9 7 I t i s p o s s i b l e t o argue t h a t t h e s e r i e s o f m i r a c l e s 

s u r r o u n d i n g W i l f r i d ' s imprisonment i s t o l d by Stephen w i t h 

r e f e r e n c e t o t h e immunity o f t h e whole community from t h e 

i n t e r f e r e n c e o f s e c u l a r r u l e r s . A f t e r i t had proved 

i m p o s s i b l e t o ke^ep t h e bishop i n da r k n e s s , and one o f h i s 

g a o l e r s had r e l i n q u i s h e d h i s r e s p o n s i b i l i t i e s because 

W i l f r i d had cured h i s w i f e , and no c h a i n s had been made t h a t 

c o u l d s h a c k l e t h e c a p t i v e , and, f i n a l l y , I r m i n g b u r g had 

f a l l e n i l l , t h e k i n g ' s aunt, Aebbe, i n f o r m e d E c g f r i t h t h a t 

he had t o r e l e a s e t h e bi s h o p , because W i l f r i d had t h e papal 

a u t h o r i t y on h i s s i d e . 2 9 8 Presumably, w h i l s t Acca was s t i l l 

b i s hop o f Hexham, Stephen c o u l d f e e l t h a t t h e paruchia was 

f a i r l y secure, b u t h i s s t o r i e s were a statement o f f a i t h i n 

t h e h i g h e r power t h a t p r o t e c t e d them from t h e 

t e r g i v e r s a t i o n s o f temporal r u l e r s . 
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I t m i g h t be t h a t a s i m i l a r p o i n t i s made i n one o f 

Bede's L i n d i s f a r n e s t o r i e s . A f t e r C u t h b e r t ' s d e a t h , t h e r e 

was a p e r i o d o f d i s t u r b a n c e a t t h e monastery, though o f 

p r e c i s e l y what n a t u r e we are not t o l d . 2 9 9 Bede t e l l s o n l y 

one s t o r y o f Ethe l w o l d , who had taken over C u t h b e r t ' s 

hermitage on Fame; i n i t , some monks who had v i s i t e d him 

were s a i l i n g back t o t h e l a r g e r i s l a n d when t h e sea became 

rough. E t h e l w o l d ' s p r a y e r s f o r them were answered by a l u l l 

i n t h e s t o r m o f such a l e n g t h t h a t i t enabled t h e monks t o 

reach t h e i r d e s t i n a t i o n s a f e l y . We have a l r e a d y seen t h a t 

s t o r m - c a l m i n g s t o r i e s were used by our a u t h o r s t o r e f l e c t 

o t h e r e v e n t s . 3 0 0 I t i s s u r e l y not c o i n c i d e n c e t h a t from a 

t i m e remembered on L i n d i s f a r n e as d i f f i c u l t , t h e one m i r a c l e 

s t o r y t o emerge t e l l s o f an h e r m i t whose p r a y e r s b r o u g h t t h e 

monks s a f e l y t h r o u g h a s q u a l l . 

One o f t h e g r e a t enemies t h a t monastic l i f e f e a r e d was 

an o u t b r e a k o f t h e plague, and j u s t l y so, g i v e n t h e tendency 

o f d i s e a s e t o spread t o a l l t h e r e s i d e n t s o f a p l a c e . The 

s t o r i e s f r o m B a r k i n g seem designed t o c o m f o r t a community 

t h a t had e x p e r i e n c e d a p a r t i c u l a r l y v i r u l e n t and t r a u m a t i c 

o u t b r e a k . 3 0 1 The s t o r y o f Cedd s a v i n g a small boy a t 

Lastingham i s c l e a r l y designed t o i n d i c a t e t h e way i n which 

t h a t community f e l t t h a t i t c o n t i n u e d t o be under i t s 

f o u n d e r ' s p r o t e c t i o n . 3 0 2 Small boys seem t o be a necessary 

f e a t u r e o f a monastery's plague h i s t o r y - Selsey had one, 

Ba r k i n g had one, Lastingham had one, and ( i n t h e famous 

s t o r y which may or may not be about Bede) Wearmouth-Jarrow 

Chapter F i v e 



348 

had one who helped t o m a i n t a i n t h e p r a y e r l i f e o f t h e 

c o m m u n i t y . 3 0 3 The d e t a i l may be w h o l l y i n s i g n i f i c a n t , but i t 

seems, l i k e o t h e r common m o t i f s , 3 0 4 t o p o i n t t o mon a s t e r i e s 

f i n d i n g s i m i l a r ways o f coming t o terms w i t h t h e d i f f i c u l t 

episodes i n t h e i r own p a s t . 

N. Howe has argued t h a t f o r t h e Anglo-Saxons, from t h e 

t i m e o f t h e i r s e t t l e m e n t i n England onwards, myths p l a y e d an 

i m p o r t a n t p a r t i n t h e i r s e l f - u n d e r s t a n d i n g ; 3 0 5 t h e myth was 

an i m p o r t a n t p s y c h o l o g i c a l t o o l i n e n a b l i n g t h e E n g l i s h t o 

achieve t h e i r i d e n t i t y and t o own t h e i r p a s t . Each o f t h e 

h a g i o g r a p h i c a l works o f t h e t i m e , and t h e v a r i o u s t r a d i t i o n s 

on which Bede drew i n t h e Historia Ecclesiastica, 

demonstrate a s i m i l a r process; t h e mon a s t e r i e s were 

d e v e l o p i n g t h e i r u n d e r s t a n d i n g o f who t h e y were and whence 

t h e y had come. The m i r a c l e s t o r i e s were an i m p o r t a n t p a r t o f 

t h a t process, as t h e y i l l u s t r a t e d a d i v i n e l y o r d a i n e d 

genesis f o r a community, v a l i d a t e d t h e c l a i m s o f an house t o 

be as worthy a p l a c e o f p r a y e r or o f p i l g r i m a g e as any 

o t h e r , and o f f e r e d t h e hope o f a f u t u r e under t h e c o n t i n u e d 

p r o t e c t i o n o f t h e i r p a t r o n . A l l , as t h e f i r e a t Coldingham 

served sombrely t o remind them, as l o n g as t h e y m a i n t a i n e d 

t h e l i f e o f p r a y e r and s e r v i c e which was t h e i r v o c a t i o n . 3 0 6 

That t h e same s o r t o f approach i n f l u e n c e d t h e a t t i t u d e 

o f our w r i t e r s t o ev e n t s o u t s i d e o f t h e monastery has 

f i l t e r e d t h r o u g h t h e m i r a c l e s t o r i e s . I t might be argued 

t h a t t h i s i s not so much 'monastic h i s t o r y ' as s i m p l y 

e c c l e s i a s t i c a l h i s t o r y w r i t t e n by monks. What t h e m i r a c l e 
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s t o r i e s demonstrate i s t h a t t h e r o l e o f t h e monastery i n t h e 

minds o f t h e w r i t e r s cannot be d i s c o u n t e d ; t h e m i r a c l e 

s t o r i e s o f Gregory o f Tours, f o r example, show d i f f e r e n t 

emphases. Gregory appears t o have s y s t e m a t i c a l l y v i s i t e d 

s h r i n e s i n o r d e r t o c o l l e c t s t o r i e s ; he was not p a r t o f a 

monastic network which p r o v i d e d him w i t h them. The l o c a t i o n 

o f many, i f n o t most, o f Gregory's s t o r i e s a r e c u l t c e n t r e s , 

and t h e r e c i p i e n t s o f t h e s a i n t ' s virtus as l i k e l y t o be l a y 

as r e l i g i o u s . Gregory can be t r e a t e d as an e c c l e s i a s t i c a l 

h i s t o r i a n ; f o r a l l i t s s e c u l a r m a t e r i a l , t h e Historia 

Francorum i s seen t h r o u g h t h e eyes o f a churchman, and one 

so bred i n an e c c l e s i a s t i c a l c i r c l e t h a t he cannot imagine 

any o t h e r v i e w p o i n t . But t h e r e i s a p e r c e p t i b l e d i f f e r e n c e 

between t h a t approach and t h e view o f t h e E n g l i s h w r i t e r s o f 

a c e n t u r y l a t e r . The i m p r e s s i o n t h a t t h e m i r a c l e s t o r i e s 

r e i n f o r c e i s o f an almost e n t i r e l y monastic church i n 

England. Whether or not t h a t was t h e case i s t h e s u b j e c t o f 

some debate; what t h e m i r a c l e s t o r i e s h e l p t o i d e n t i f y i s 

t h e way i n which t h e w r i t e r s o f t h e few sources t h a t we have 

recorded not o n l y what t h e y b e l i e v e d t o have happened, b u t 

t h e b i a s e s and p r e j u d i c e s which r e s u l t e d from t h e i r 

membership o f an educated, a r i s t o c r a t i c , monastic e l i t e . 
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The s u b t i t l e q u o t a t i o n i s from Bede, Ep. ad. Ecg., 4. 

H.E. V, 23. 
1 1 7 • Ep. ad Ecg. , 11-13. 
1 1 8 - W h i l s t t h e r e i s no mention o f P a u l i n u s b e i n g i n any 
s o r t o f company, i t i s hard t o b e l i e v e t h a t he was sent 
n o r t h e n t i r e l y on h i s own (and we know of t h e deacon, James 
(H.E. I I , 1 6 ) ) . S i m i l a r l y , Aidan appears t o have been 
d i s p a t c h e d alone from Iona, but Bede, summarizing h i s 
v i r t u e s , mentions 1omnes qui cum eo in c e d e b a n t , s i v e 
a d t o n s i seu l a i c i . . . ' (H.E. I l l , 5 ) . 
1 1 9 - T.L. Amos, 'Monks and P a s t o r a l Care i n t h e E a r l y 
M i d d l e Ages', i n ed. T.F.X. Noble & J.J. C o n t r e n i , 
Religion, Culture and Society in the Early Middle Ages 
(Kalamazoo, 1987), pp.165-180. 
1 2 0 - Ed. B l a i r & Sharpe, Pastoral Care before the Parish, 
p.5. I n support o f t h e t h e s i s t h a t m o n a s t e r i e s were t h e 
f o c i o f o r g a n i z e d p a s t o r a l c a r e , see a l s o , S. Foot, 
' P a r o c h i a l M i n i s t r y i n e a r l y Anglo-Saxon England: The r o l e 
o f monastic communities', i n The Ministry: Clerical and Lay 
(Studies in Church History 26) ( O x f o r d , 1989), pp.43-54, 
and A. Thacker, 'Monks, p r e a c h i n g and p a s t o r a l c a r e i n 
e a r l y Anglo-Saxon England', i n ed. B l a i r & Sharpe, 
pp.138-170. 
1 2 1 • Thacker, op. cit., pp.140-1. 

1 2 2 - E.g., VPr. c.9. 

1 2 3 . For a c r i t i q u e o f t h e t h e s i s t h a t p a s t o r a l c a r e was 
t h e e x c l u s i v e d u t y o f t h e inmates o f monasteria, see E. 
Cambridge and D. R o l l a s o n , 'Debate: The p a s t o r a l 
o r g a n i z a t i o n o f t h e Anglo-Saxon Church: a review o f t h e 
" M i n s t e r H y p o t h e s i s ' " , E.M.E. 4 ( 1 9 9 5 ) , pp. 87-104. 
1 2 4 - Cambridge & R o l l a s o n , p.89. 
1 2 5 - G.W.O. Addleshaw, The Pastoral Organization of the 
Modern Dioceses of Durham and Newcastle in the Time of Bede 
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(The Jarrow L e c t u r e , Jarrow, 1963), p.9. 

1 2 6 . 'What was an e a r l y Anglo-Saxon m o n a s t e r y ? 1 , p.54. 
1 2 7 • Ep. ad Ecg., 10. 
1 2 8 - A. Thacker, 'Bede's I d e a l o f Reform', i n ed. P. 
Wormald, Ideal and Reality in Prankish and Anglo-Saxon 
Society ( O x f o r d , 1983), pp.130-53 (pp.132-5). 
1 2 9 - A.J. F r a n t z e n , 'The t r a d i t i o n o f p e n i t e n t i a l s i n 
Anglo-Saxon England', A.S.E. 11 ( 1 9 8 2 ) , pp.23-56; Thacker, 
'Bede's I d e a l ' , pp.147-8. 

1 3 ° - Thacker, 'Bede's I d e a l " , pp.136-43. 
1 3 1 • On s i m i l a r i t i e s between Jon. VCol. and t h e B a r k i n g 
libel!us, see above, pp.239-40. 

1 3 2 • VGreg. c. 19. 

1 3 3 . VGreg. c.18. A l t h o u g h t h e L a t i n i s somewhat clumsy, 
t h i s has t o be r e p o r t e d speech r a t h e r t h a n t h e w r i t e r ' s own 
d e s c r i p t i o n o f t h e house o f which he was a member. See 
above, pp.35-9. 

1 3 4 . VGreg. c.19; Thacker c a l l s i t t h e 1 E i g e n k l o s t e r ' ( o p . 
cit.. p.143). 
1 3 5 - Thacker, ' S o c i a l and C o n t i n e n t a l Background', p.53. 
1 3 6 - I t i s c o n c e i v a b l e t h a t F e l i x was not a monk, but i t i s 
h i g h l y u n l i k e l y . See above, p.40. 
1 3 7 - E.g., VGuth. cc.39, 40, 43, 44, 46, 47. 

1 3 8 . VGuth. c.51. F e l i x seems t o expect h i s r e a d e r s h i p t o 
know t o what monasteriurn or paruchia t h e 1 a d g r e g a t i s . . 
f r a t r i b u s p r e s b i t e r i s q u e ' belong. Pega ( d e s c r i b e d as 
'sancta C h r i s t i v i r g o ' and 'famula C h r i s t i ' ) i s c l e a r l y 
l i v i n g some s o r t o f r e l i g i o u s l i f e , b u t a g a i n , we are not 
t o l d where. 
1 3 9 - S t e n t o n , Anglo-Saxon England, p.456. 
1 4 ° - Haddan & Stubbs I I I , pp.296-8. 
1 4 1 • Ed. M, C h i b n a l l , The Ecclesiastical History of Orderic 
Vitalis ( O x f o r d , 1969), p p . x x v - x x i x , 338. 
1 4 2 • VGuth. c.51. 

1 4 3 . VGuth. c.46. 
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1 5 3 

144- VGuth. c.48. 
1 4 s . VGuth. c.53. 

1 4 6 . which house t h a t might have been i s not known. Repton 
( g i v e n i t s r o y a l f o u n d a t i o n and t h e i n t e r e s t shown i n t h e 
c u l t by A e t h e l b a l d ) i s t h e most l i k e l y c a n d i d a t e ; E ly was 
not f a r d i s t a n t (and t h e Vita was w r i t t e n f o r an East 
A n g l i a n k i n g ) ; we do not know where Ecgburh ( a n o t h e r East 
A n g l i a n ) was abbess, but her i n t e r e s t may be s i g n i f i c a n t . 
147- H.E. I , 23. 
148- H.E. I I , 5. 
1 4 9 - The a r g u a b l e e x c e p t i o n s t o t h i s r u l e , A g i l b e r t and 
Wine, were b o t h , s i g n i f i c a n t l y , from Gaul. 
1 5 0 • Thacker, 'Monks, p r e a c h i n g and p a s t o r a l c a r e ' , 
pp.149-50. 
1 S 1 - R e s p e c t i v e l y , H.E. IV, 19; I I I , 24; IV, 6; I I I , 8. 
1 5 2 • Ep. ad Ecg. , 10. 

H.E. I l l , 16. 
1 5 4 - E.g., VMart. c.14; Greg. Dial. I , 6. 
155- H.E. I , 19 and I I , 7 r e s p e c t i v e l y . 

1 5 6 . j h e i n c l u s i o n o f t h e s t o r y o f Alban's b l o o d (H.E. I , 
18) suggests t h a t t h i s c o n t i n u i t y was an i m p o r t a n t i d e a f o r 
Bede. 
1 5 7 - C. S t a n c l i f f e , 'Where was Oswald k i l l e d ? ' , p.93. 
1 5 8 - N.J. Higham, An English Empire (Manchester and New 
York, 1995), pp.47-73. 
1 5 9 - D.J.V. F i s h e r , The Anglo-Saxon Age (London, 1973), 
pp.113-8. 

1 6 0 . T h e s t o r y has no da t e , so i t c o u l d have been i n t h e 
ti m e o f e i t h e r Oswy or Oswald; t h e most l i k e l y p e r i o d would 
be s h o r t l y a f t e r M a s e r f e l t h , b e f o r e Oswy was s e c u r e l y 
e s t a b l i s h e d . Given t h e o t h e r b l o o d t h i r s t y episodes i n t h e 
H.E., i t seems n a i v e t o i n t e r p r e t ' v i d e , Domine, quanta 
mala f a c i t Penda' as an e x p r e s s i o n o f h u m a n i t a r i a n concern; 
th e e v i l c o n s i s t e d i n opposing a C h r i s t i a n King. 
1 6 1 • H.E. Ill, 17. 

The s u b t i t l e q u o t a t i o n i s fr o m VWilf. c.60. 
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1 6 2 - There a r e e x c e p t i o n s t o t h a t r u l e , but where t h e 
s o c i a l s t a n d i n g o f a non-noble c h a r a c t e r i s g i v e n , i t i s 
o f t e n as t h e s e r v a n t o f someone o f h i g h e r s t a n d i n g , e.g., 
Baldhelm, who had been a s e r v a n t t o Sibba {VAnon. IV, 7, 
VPr. c.25). 
1 6 3 - On d e f i n i n g n o b i l i t y , see H.R. Loyn, 'Kings, G e s i t h s 
and Thegns', i n ed. Carver, The Age of Sutton Hoo, pp.75-9, 
and h i s Anglo-Saxon England and the Norman Conquest 
(London, 1962), pp.199-223. 

1 6 4 . vGuth. c.2. 

1 6 5 . VAnon. I , 6-7. 

1 6 6 . vWilf. c.2, H.A. c. 1 . 

i 6 7 - E.g., Adomnan's m i s s i o n t o Northumbria t o secure t h e 
r e l e a s e o f p r i s o n e r s a f t e r Nechtansmere (Anderson, 
Adomnan's Life of Columba, p . x l ) . 

l e a . H.E. I I , 2. 

1 6 9 . D.P. K i r b y , The Earliest English Kings (London, 1991), 
p . x i i ; S t e n t o n , p . i x ; ed. S. B a s s e t t , The Origins of 
Anglo-Saxon Kingdoms ( L e i c e s t e r , 1989), pp.3-4. 

1 7 0 . There a r e many modern h i s t o r i e s o f t h e e a r l y c e n t u r i e s 
o f Anglo-Saxon England. J.N.L. Myres, The English 
Settlements ( O x f o r d , 1985) surveys t h e sources f o r t h e 
p e r i o d ; B. Yorke, Kings and Kingdoms of Early Anglo-Saxon 
England (London, 1990) and ed. S. B a s s e t t , op. cit., survey 
t h e o r i g i n s o f each o f t h e many kingdoms; Higham, English 
Empire d i s c u s s e s t h e p e r i o d o f K e n t i s h supremacy and t h e 
evidence o f t h e p r o b l e m a t i c T r i b a l Hidage; K i r b y , Earliest 
English KingSj focusses p a r t i c u l a r l y on t h e d i f f i c u l t y o f 
t h e source m a t e r i a l and t h e c h r o n o l o g i c a l q u e s t i o n s . 

1 7 1 . N.J. Higham, Rome, Britain and the Anglo-Saxons 
(London, 1992), argues a g a i n s t t h e n o t i o n o f a 
mass-migration and m a i n t a i n s t h a t t h e conquest c o n s i s t e d o f 
t h e i m p o s i t i o n o f a Germanic n o b i l i t y w i t h t h e i r own form 
o f e s t a t e t e n u r e on a B r i t i s h p o p u l a t i o n . I f he were r i g h t , 
i t would e x p l a i n t h e l i m i t e d 'cast l i s t ' o f t h e m i r a c l e 
s t o r i e s ; however, t h e a r c h a e o l o g i c a l evidence suggests a 
s u b s t a n t i a l d i s p l a c e m e n t o f t h e n a t i v e p o p u l a t i o n by l a r g e 
numbers of Anglo-Saxons. D.P. K i r b y , The Making of Early 
England (London, 1967), p.30, m a i n t a i n s t h a t t h e s e t t l e m e n t 
was a mass m i g r a t i o n ; see a l s o Myres, pp.21-9. 

1 7 2 . K i r b y , Earliest English Kings, pp.20-3, argues t h a t 
t h e names o f kingdoms r e f e r p r i m a r i l y t o t r i b e s n o t t o 
p i aces. 
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1 7 3 . -r[-, e Anglo-Saxon Chronicle (composed i n t h e l a t e n i n t h 
c e n t u r y ) g i v e s t h e i m p r e s s i o n o f f i v e kingdoms; from Henry 
of Huntingdon i t has been common t o r e c o g n i z e seven, 
i n c l u d i n g Essex and Sussex, as t h e s o - c a l l e d 'heptarchy'. 
1 7 4 - Bede c l a i m s t h a t t h e f i r s t k i n g t o h o l d t h e imperium 
was A e l l e o f Sussex, f o l l o w e d by C a e l i n o f Wessex {H.E. I I , 
5 ) . 
1 7 5 - A l t h o u g h t h e b a t t l e o f t h e T r e n t (H.E. I V , 21) seems 
o f f i c i a l l y t o have ended Northumbrian p r e t e n s i o n s i n Mercia 
( S t e n t o n , p . 8 5 ) , K i r b y (Earliest English Kings, p.114) 
argues t h a t Oswy had l i t t l e power over Wulfhere a f t e r 664. 
176- H.E. V, 23; D. D u m v i l l e , 'Essex, M i d d l e A n g l i a and t h e 
Expansion o f Mercia i n t h e South-East Midlands', i n ed. 
B a s s e t t , Origins, 123-40. 

1 7 7 • Adorn. VCo1. 1, 1 . 
17S- H.E. I V , 21 and 26, r e s p e c t i v e l y . 

i 7 9 - H.E. I I , 9. 
1 8 0 ' K i r b y , op. cit., p.84. 

1 8 1 - H.E. I l l , 2, where even t h e name H e a v e n f i e l d i s 
accorded p r o p h e t i c s i g n i f i c a n c e 

i s 2 - Adorn. VCol. I , 1. 

H.E. I l l , 2. 
1 8 4 . w . £ . I I I s n . 

1 8 5 - B. Eagles, ' L i n d s e y 1 , i n ed. B a s s e t t , Origins, 202-12. 

1 8 6 - Examples i n c l u d e Northumbria under Oswin and Oswy 
(H.E. Ill, 14), Penda and Peada i n Mercia ( w i t h Peada as 
"sub-regulus' o f t h e Mi d d l e Angles (H.E. I l l , 2 1 ) ) , and t h e 
t h r e e sons o f Saebert o f Essex (H.E. II, 5 ) . 

1 8 7 . H.E. I l l , 14. 
188- Ibid.. A c c o r d i n g t o R.M.T. H i l l , 'Holy Kings - t h e 
Bane o f s e v e n t h - c e n t u r y s o c i e t y ' , i n ed. D. Baker, Church, 
Society and Politics ( O x f o r d , 1975), pp.39-43, t h i s may 
w e l l be Bede's o p i n i o n o f k i n g s h i p . 

1 8 9 . n, D u m v i l l e , 'The a e t h e l i n g : a st u d y i n Anglo-Saxon 
c o n s t i t u t i o n a l h i s t o r y ' , A.S.E. 8 ( 1 9 7 9 ) , 1-33. 

i 9 0 - H.E. I I , 12; VGreg. c.16. 
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1 9 1 • VGuth. cc.49, 52. 

192- VGuth. c.49. 

1 9 3 - Adorn. VCol. I j 1. 

1 9 4 - H.E. Ill, 22. 

1 9 5 . w . G o f f a r t , 'The Historia Ecclesiastical Bede's Agenda 
and Ours', Haskins Society Journal 2 ( 1 9 9 0 ) , pp.29-45; 
K i r b y , *Northumbria i n t h e Time o f W i l f r i d ' , i n ed. K i r b y , 
St Wilfrid at Hexham, pp. 1-34. 
1 9 6 - E. Power, 'St C u t h b e r t and St W i l f r i d ' , i n ed. Farmer, 
Benedict's Disciples, pp.52-69 ( p . 5 2 ) . 

1 9 7 - VAnon. Ill, 6; VPr. c.24; VMet. c.21. 
1 9 e . H.E. IV, 28; c f . , VAnon. IV, 1, VPr. c.24. 
199- H.E. IV, 28. 

2 0 0 . E<j. & t r a n s . M. Swanton, The Anglo-Saxon Chronicle 
(London, 1996), p.39. 
201• H.E. IV, 26. 

2 0 2 . VAnon. IV, 8. 

2 0 3 . VPr. c.21. 

s o 4 - VAnon. IV, 9. 

2 0 5 . VPr. c.28. 
206- H.E. IV, 26. 
2 0 7 • Earliest English Kings, p.106; 'Northumbria i n t h e 
t i m e o f W i l f r i d ' , p. 19. 
208- H.E. Ill, 24. K i r b y , op. cit., p.103. 

209. vwilf. c.19. 

2 1 0 . vWilf. c.42. 

2 1 1 . VWilf. c.44. P r e c i s e l y t o what e x t e n t W i l f r i d was 
r e s t o r e d i s not c l e a r . Stephen mentions t h a t W i l f r i d became 
abbot o f Hexham and Ripon a g a i n , and b i s h o p o f York; Bede 
mentions a l s o t h a t i n 687 W i l f r i d was g i v e n r e s p o n s i b i l i t y 
f o r L i n d i s f a r n e (H.E. IV, 2 9 ) , presumably f o r t h e unhappy 
year f o l l o w i n g C u t h b e r t ' s death (VPr. c . 4 0 ) . 
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2 1 2 . vwilf. c.58. 

2 1 3 . VWilf. c.24. 

2 1 4 . VWilf. c.59. 
2 1 5 . C u t h b e r t ' s prophecy on Coquet I s l a n d was t h a t 
A e l f f l a e d would accommodate h e r s e l f t o A l d f r i t h : E c g f r i t h 
' h a b e b i t enim successorem quern germana u t ipsum Egfridum 
d i l e c t i o n e c o m p l e c t a r i s ' (VPr. c.24). 

2 1 6 . VWilf. c.60. 

2 1 7 . ibid. 

2 1 8 . H.E. V, 20. 
2 1 9 - S t e n t o n , pp.144-5. W. G o f f a r t , 'Bede's Agenda and 
Ours', p.36, see t h i n g s somewhat d i f f e r e n t l y . 

2 2 0 . VWilf. c.42. 

2 2 1 . H.E. I l l , 28. 

The s u b t i t l e q u o t a t i o n i s from H.E. I , 3 1 . 

2 2 2 . 'Bede's use o f m i r a c l e s ' , p.330. 

2 2 3 . ibid. p.331. 

2 2 4 . H.E. V, 23. 

2 2 5 . H.E. I , 31. 

2 2 6 . H.E. I , 26. 

2 2 7 . I.N. Wood, 'The M i s s i o n o f A u g u s t i n e o f C a n t e r b u r y t o 
th e E n g l i s h ' , Speculum 69 (199 4 ) , pp.1-17 ( p . 1 7 ) . 

2 2 8 . H.E. I I , 2. 

2 2 9 . ibid. 

2 3 0 . H.E. V, 10; see above, pp.6-7. 

2 3 1 . VGer. c.13; c f . H.E. I , 17. 

2 3 2 . VGer. c.14; c f . H.E. I , 17. N. Howe, Migration and 
Myth-making in Anglo-Saxon England (New Haven and London, 
1989). 

2 3 3 . H.E. I , 18; c f . VGer. c.15. 

2 3 4 . vGreg. c.16; c f . H.E. I I , 12. 

Notes t o Chapter F i v e 



363 

2 3 5 • Coming of Christianity, p.67-8. 

2 3 6 . j n e Anonymous has t h e s t r a n g e r , whom Edwin promises t o 
obey, 'cum cruce C h r i s t i c o r o n a t u s ' . 

2 3 7 . vGreg. c.15. 
2 3 8 . H.E. IV, 13; VWilf. c.26. 
2 3 9 - E.g., Bede's comment, 'Quo b e n e f i c i o multum a n t i s t e s 
cor omnium i n suum c o n v e r t i t amorem... c u i u s m i n i s t e r i o 
t e m p o r a l i a bona sumserunt.' (H.E. IV, 1 3 ) . 
2 40- H.E. IV, 14. 
2 4 1 • H.E. IV, 22. 
2 4 2 - 'Bede's use o f m i r a c l e s ' , p.231. 
2 4 3 • B. Ward, 'Bede and t h e Conversion o f t h e 
Anglo-Saxons', Word and Spirit: a Monastic Review 7 ( 1 9 8 5 ) , 
pp.34-46 ( p . 3 5 ) . 
2 4 4 . VPr. c . g . 
245- H.E. I I , 6. 
2 4 6 - ' M i r a c l e s and H i s t o r y ' , p.74. See a l s o i n c o n n e c t i o n 
w i t h t h i s s t o r y , K. L u t t e r k o r t , 'Beda H a g i o g r a p h i c u s : 
Meaning and F u n c t i o n o f m i r a c l e s t o r i e s i n t h e Vita 
Cuthberti and t h e Historia Ecclesiastical i n ed. Houwen & 
MacDonald, Beda Venerabilis (Groningen, 1996), pp.81-106 
(pp.100-2). I d i s a g r e e w i t h h i s a s s e r t i o n t h a t t h e s t o r y 
has a p r i m a r i l y l i t e r a r y background. 
2 4 7 • Higham, English Empire, p.59. 
2 4 8 - I.N. Wood, 'The M i s s i o n o f A u g u s t i n e o f Canterbury t o 
t h e E n g l i s h ' , Speculum 69 (1 9 9 4 ) , pp.1-17. 
249- H.E. V, 9. 
25°- H.E. V, 19. 
2 5 1 • H.E. V, 9. 
252- H.E. V, 10. 
2 5 3 • Ep. ad Ecg. c.9. 
2 5 4 . VAnon. I I , 4-6. 
2 5 5 . H.E. IV, 13-15; VWilf. cc.41-2. 
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2 5 6 . VGuth. c.48. 
2 5 7 - E.g., D.J.V. F i s h e r , The Anglo-Saxon Age c. 400-1042 
(London, 1973), p.86; Ro s e n t h a l , p.330. 

2 5 8 . p. Wormald, 'Bede, "Beowulf", and t h e c o n v e r s i o n o f 
th e Anglo-Saxon A r i s t o c r a c y ' i n ed. R.T. F a r r e l l , Bede and 
Anglo-Saxon England ( O x f o r d , 1977), pp.32-95 ( p . 5 7 ) . 

2 5 9 . 'The F i r s t Century o f C h r i s t i a n i t y i n England.', 
Ample forth Journal 76 (1971 ) , pp.12-29 ( r e p r . i n Essays in 
Anglo-Saxon History). 

2 6 0 . Bede and the Conversion of England : The Charter 
Evidence (The Jarrow L e c t u r e , Jarrow, 1984), p . 1 . 
2 6 1 • Above, p.69. A l s o , Wormald, op. cit., p.55. 

2 6 2 . M a y r - H a r t i n g p o i n t s o u t t h a t Bede's view seems 
e s s e n t i a l l y ' c l a s s l e s s ' (The Venerable Bede, the Rule of St 
Benedict and Social Class (The Jarrow L e c t u r e , Jarrow, 
1 9 7 6 ) ) , pp.11-14. We c o u l d s p e c u l a t e t h a t a l a c k o f noble 
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C o n c l u s i on 

Nec S i l e n t i o Praetereundum: The importance o f t h e M i r a c l e 

S t o r i es 

I n an i m p o r t a n t paper on Bede's e x e g e t i c a l work, 

J u d i t h McClure demonstrated t h a t In Genesim was w r i t t e n 

w i t h t h e p a s t o r a l care o f t h e Anglo-Saxons i n mind. 1 The 

t h e o l o g y u n d e r l y i n g t h i s approach developed A u g u s t i n e ' s 

d o c t r i n e o f p r e d e s t i n a t i o n , and saw t h e Anglo-Saxons as an 

e l e c t p e o p l e , 2 an u n d e r s t a n d i n g which, as we have seen, 

a l s o permeated t h e Historia Ecclesiastica. I t i s c l e a r t h a t 

t h i s i d e a o f e l e c t i o n was a l s o h e l d by Stephen i n t h e Vita 

WiTfridi.3 I t i s p r i m a r i l y f o r t h i s reason t h a t Bede c o u l d 

w r i t e 'memorabile quoddam factum esse c o n s t a t , quod 

nequaquam s i l e n t i o praetereundum a r b i t r o r ' , and th e n 

i n t r o d u c e i n t o h i s h i s t o r y a t a l e so a p p a r e n t l y i r r e l e v a n t , 

and, t o modern eyes, i n c r e d i b l e , as t h a t o f Imma and h i s 

c h a i n s . 4 Even when r e c a l l i n g a d e f e a t f o r h i s own 

(Nor t h u m b r i a n ) people, Bede was making t h e p o i n t t h a t God 

was on t h e i r s i d e . Of course, t h e agenda i s never p r e s e n t e d 

as c r u d e l y as t h a t , but i t i s c l e a r t h a t t h e m i r a c u l o u s was 

used as a way o f shaping t h e u n d e r s t a n d i n g o f h i s t o r y which 

t h e Anglo-Saxon w r i t e r s sought t o convey t o t h e i r audience. 

As o t h e r s have argued, t h e e x i s t e n c e o f t h e s e s t o r i e s 

was t o some e x t e n t dependant on p r e c u r s o r s from t h e B i b l e , 

as w e l l as from I r e l a n d and ( t o t h e g r e a t e s t e x t e n t ) t h e 
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c o n t i n e n t , b u t , as t h e comparisons undertaken here 

demonstrate, t h a t should not b l i n d us t o t h e way i n which 

t h e Anglo-Saxon m i r a c l e s t o r i e s were used i n d e p e n d e n t l y o f 

any exemplar. There i s l i t t l e , i f any, evidence o f v e r b a l 

b o r r o w i n g from e a r l i e r hagiography w i t h i n t h e m i r a c l e 

s t o r i e s ; t h e r e i s no evidence t h a t t h e s t o r i e s were 

produced i n o r d e r t o c o u n t e r t h e c l a i m s o f paganism, and i t 

would appear t h a t where t h e E n g l i s h s a i n t s were seen t o 

i m i t a t e t h e g r e a t heroes o f European hagiography, t h i s was 

a secondary agenda f o r t h e w r i t e r s o f t h e s t o r i e s . I f t h e 

s t o r i e s need any f u r t h e r e x p l a n a t i o n t h a n t h a t they were 

b e l i e v e d t o have happened (and C r e i d e r i s r i g h t t o s t a t e 

t h a t p l a u s i b i l i t y was not an i s s u e ) , 5 t h e i r o c c u r r e n c e can 

be accounted f o r by t h e coming t o g e t h e r o f t h r e e f a c t o r s . 

F i r s t l y , t h e s t o r i e s o r i g i n a t e d i n a t h e o l o g i c a l 

c l i m a t e i n which t h e y made p e r f e c t sense. I t i s not merely 

t h a t t h e r a t i o n a l s c e p t i c i s m o f t h e n i n e t e e n t h and 

t w e n t i e t h c e n t u r i e s had no p l a c e i n t h e t i m e o f Bede; more 

i m p o r t a n t l y , w h i l s t t h e m i r a c l e s t o r i e s were, by 

d e f i n i t i o n , seen t o be m a r v e l l o u s , t h e r e was a f l u i d sense 

o f what c o n s t i t u t e d a m a r v e l . H e a v i l y i n f o r m e d by 

Aug u s t i n e , t h e E n g l i s h w r i t e r s saw no d i v i s i o n between t h e 

n a t u r a l and t h e s u p e r n a t u r a l ; 6 r a t h e r t h e y b e l i e v e d t h a t 

omnipresent d i v i n e grace was o c c a s i o n a l l y made more 

apparent i n a s u r p r i s i n g way. The p o i n t about m i r a c l e s 

seems s i m p l y t o have been t h a t t h e y were e x t r a o r d i n a r y , 

and, t h e r e f o r e , w o r t h y o f r e c o r d . A l t h o u g h t h e Vita 
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Gregorii w i t n e s s e s t o an e x p e c t a t i o n o f t h e m i r a c u l o u s 

w i t h i n a work o f hagiography, t h e absence o f m i r a c l e s from 

t h e Historia Abbatum makes i t c l e a r t h a t t h e E n g l i s h d i d 

not r e g a r d t h e m i r a c u l o u s as a sine qua non o f a s a i n t ' s 

vita. Hagiography c e l e b r a t e d t h o s e who had responded t o t h e 

h i g h e r c a l l i n g o f s a n c t i t y , not t h e l e s s e r achievement o f 

mi r a c l e - w o r k i ng. 7 

The Anonymous o f S t r e o n e s h a l h tends t o m i s l e a d w i t h 

h i s i m p r e s s i o n t h a t m i r a c l e s were s i m p l y a s i g n o f 

s a i n t h o o d . The t h e o l o g i c a l agenda w i t h which t h e 

Anglo-Saxons worked was f a r more developed t h a n t h a t . The 

m i r a c l e s t o r i e s r e c o r d t h e i r d o c t r i n a l t h i n k i n g on a number 

o f p o i n t s , from t h e importance o f c a n o n i c a l obedience t o 

t h e v a l u e o f masses f o r t h e dead, and r e v e a l t o us a young 

church w i t h a v i v i d sense o f heaven and h e l l as p r o x i m a t e 

r e a l i t i e s , a b e l i e f i n t h e a b s o l u t e n e c e s s i t y o f a t l e a s t 

t h r e e sacraments (Bap t i s m , E u c h a r i s t , and Penance), and a 

f a i t h i n t h e v a l u e o f t h e a c t i v i t i e s o f m i n i s t r y ( t h e power 

o f a b l e s s i n g , t h e potency o f h o l y w a t e r , t h e e f f e c t i v e n e s s 

o f i n t e r c e s s o r y p r a y e r , and t h e e f f i c a c y o f p r e a c h i n g ) . 

They may, o c c a s i o n a l l y , r e v e a l some s l i g h t l y unorthodox 

p r a c t i c e s , such as r e - b a p t i s m or t h e l a y a d m i n i s t r a t i o n o f 

penance, and some confused t h e o l o g y ; but t h e few examples 

o f t h i s run c o u n t e r t o one o f t h e main themes, which i s 

t h a t t h e m i r a c u l o u s demonstrates t h e t r u t h o f o r t h o d o x , 

e v a n g e l i c a l b e l i e f . I n s h o r t , t h e m i r a c l e s p o i n t us t o t h e 

u n d e r s t a n d i n g o f t h e r e l a t i o n s h i p between God and human 
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beings; t r u e f a i t h , r i g h t l y a d m i n i s t e r e d w i t h i n t h e 

f e l l o w s h i p o f t h e c a t h o l i c c h u r c h , was t h e key t o 

s a l v a t i o n . S t o r i e s , such as t h a t o f Herebald, which made 

the p o i n t d r a m a t i c a l l y , c o u l d not be passed over i n 

s i 1ence. 8 

Part o f t h i s t h e o l o g i c a l agenda concerned t h e 

r e l a t i o n s h i p o f t h e m i r a c u l o u s t o t h e c o n v e r s i o n . W r i t e r s 

who had imbued t h e A u g u s t i n i a n t h e o l o g y o f grace were aware 

t h a t t o be brought t o f a i t h was a g i f t o f God. 9 So m i r a c l e 

s t o r i e s serve two f u n c t i o n s ; t h e y p o i n t t o t h e d i v i n e 

a c t i v i t y i n e n g i n e e r i n g t h e c o n v e r s i o n , and t h e y i l l u s t r a t e 

t h e b e n e f i t s o f becoming C h r i s t i a n . I t i s i n t h i s c o n t e x t 

t h a t t h e B i b l i c a l symbolism w i t h which t h e w r i t e r s were 

f a m i l i a r i s adopted; t h e s i g h t g i v e n t o A u g u s t i n e ' s b l i n d 

man, t h e f o u n t a i n marking where t h e Hewalds d i e d , t h e 

enhanced f e r t i l i t y o f F r i s i a a f t e r t h e p r e a c h i n g o f 

W i l f r i d , 1 0 a l l draw on c o n v e n t i o n a l C h r i s t i a n imagery o f 

l i g h t , w a ter, and l i f e . The a u t h o r s p r e s e n t e d t h e 

c o n v e r s i o n as n e i t h e r dependent on m i r a c l e s nor achieved 

e n t i r e l y w i t h o u t them; t h e i r t h e o l o g y t a u g h t them t o expect 

t h a t c o n v e r s i o n and t h e m i r a c u l o u s s h o u l d go t o g e t h e r , and 

t h a t i s what t h e y r e c o r d e d . 

The second c i r c u m s t a n c e i s t h a t t h e s t o r i e s were 

generated i n t h e c o n t e x t o f p e r e g r i n a t i o n . I t might w e l l be 

t h a t none of t h e e a r l y e i g h t h - c e n t u r y a u t h o r s l e f t h i s 

monastery more t h a n once or t w i c e , b u t t h e m a t e r i a l which 

they g a t h e r e d depended on t h o s e who, f o r one reason or 
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a n o t h e r , were w e l l - t r a v e l l e d . 1 1 The s i m i l a r i t y o f some 

s t o r i e s w i t h a complete l a c k o f v e r b a l dependance can be 

e x p l a i n e d by t h e e x i s t e n c e o f an ' o r a l t r a d i t i o n 1 which 

these i t i n e r a n t s g e n e r a t e d . I t i s hard t o judge how 

widespread a knowledge o f L a t i n , o r even a b a s i c l i t e r a c y , 

was; but i t seems f a i r t o assume t h a t t h i s was s t i l l 

l a r g e l y an o r a l c u l t u r e , w i t h most c o n v e r s a t i o n conducted 

i n t h e v e r n a c u l a r . Perhaps we s h o u l d t a k e t h e Anonymous o f 

S t r e o n e s h a l h a t h i s word, and v i s u a l i z e him i n t e r r o g a t i n g 

those who came from t h e c o n t i n e n t o r from C a n t e r b u r y , f o r 

half-remembered s t o r i e s o f Gregory. What we s h a l l never 

know i s how much o f t h e w r i t t e n r e c o r d e x i s t e d b e f o r e i t 

was committed t o parchment; were t h e r e two forms o f t h e 

s t o r y o f Edwin's c o n v e r s i o n ? Or d i d both Bede and t h e 

Anonymous c r a f t t h e best t h e y c o u l d from t h e d i s t a n t 

r e c o l l e c t i o n o f an e x i l e i n East A n g l i a and a s t r a n g e r who 

r e t u r n e d as P a u l i n u s ? 1 2 

I t i s apparent t h a t t hese i n t e r c h a n g e s o f s t o r i e s 

f a t h e r e d i m i t a t i o n , and perhaps a c u l t r i v a l r y , between t h e 

main c e n t r e s o f monasticism. The s i m i l a r i t y between some o f 

t h e s t o r i e s t o l d o f Fa r e m o u t i e r s and those o f B a r k i n g 

cannot be a c c i d e n t a l ; n e i t h e r i s i t l i k e l y t h a t L i n d i s f a r n e 

by chance remembered t h i n g s o f C u t h b e r t s i m i l a r t o th o s e 

which Adomnan rec o r d e d o f Columba. The exhumation o f 

bod i e s , d i s c o v e r e d , t o g r e a t r e j o i c i n g , t o be f r e e from 

decay, suggests t h e e n g i n e e r i n g o f t h e m i r a c u l o u s t o f o l l o w 

t h e c u l t o f another s a i n t , and p o s s i b l y p o i n t s t o t h e 
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i n f l u e n c e o f Gaul. Our sources a l s o w i t n e s s t o t h e 

b e g i n n i n g s o f a new form o f p i l g r i m a g e j t h e a r r i v a l a t t h e 

s h r i n e s o f th o s e who sought h e a l i n g from an entombed s a i n t . 

Perhaps t h e answer t o t h e mystery o f why some s a i n t s o f 

t h i s p e r i o d a r e w i t h o u t m i r a c l e t r a d i t i o n s i s t o be found 

s i m p l y i n t h e wish o f t h e monastery not t o be worn away, j 

l i k e t h e b a t t l e f i e l d a t M a s e r f e l t h , by t h o s e c o l l e c t i n g K 

h o i y d u s t . 1 3 

The t h i r d c i r c u m s t a n c e i s t h e monastic background 

i t s e l f . W h i l s t f o r some mon a s t e r i e s a m i r a c l e , or a s e r i e s 

o f m i r a c l e s , formed an i m p o r t a n t p a r t o f t h e i r own h i s t o r y , 

i t i s e a s i e r t o imagine t h e m o n a s t e r i e s w i t h o u t t h e 

m i r a c l e s t h a n t h e m i r a c l e s t o r i e s w i t h o u t t h e monasteries 

which t r e a s u r e d them. The dominance o f r e l i g i o u s amongst 

those i n v o l v e d i n t h e a c t i o n o r t h e w i t n e s s i n g and r e l a t i n g 

o f m i r a c l e s i s r e m a r k a b l e . 1 4 Once t h e c o n t e n t o f t h e 

s t o r i e s i s an a l y z e d , i t becomes c l e a r t h a t a d i s t i n c t l y 

monachical v o i c e i s speaking. I n as much as t h e m i r a c l e 

s t o r i e s can be d e f i n e d as ' h a g i o g r a p h i c a l ' , they are 

t r a d i t i o n s which enable a monastery t o own t h e memory o f a 

s a i n t ; i n as much as t h e y are ' h i s t o r i c a l ' , t h e y 

demonstrate t h e view from t h e c l o i s t e r window of t h e s t a t e 

o f t h e n a t i o n and i t s p a s t . 

I n t h a t , a new q u e s t i o n o f t h e r e l i a b i l i t y o f t h e 

works which c o n t a i n t h e s t o r i e s i s r a i s e d . I t i s n o t , as 

has been so o f t e n s a i d , how can we t a k e s e r i o u s l y h i s t o r y 

which i n c l u d e s episodes so a p p a r e n t l y ' s u p e r n a t u r a l ' ? To 

Conclusion. 
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t h e monastic mind, used t o s t o r i e s o f wonders accompanying 

p r e a c h i n g and w a t c h i n g t h e development o f posthumous c u l t s , 

t h e m i r a c u l o u s was s i m p l y a f a c t o f l i f e . The q u e s t i o n i s 

r a t h e r , can we t r u s t our sources g i v e n t h a t t h i s unusual 

genre o f s t o r i e s w i t h i n them show how deeply c o n d i t i o n e d 

t h e y were by t h e i r monastic environment? Or are we b l i n d e d , 

f o r example, t o what happened i n 685, because our sources 

were m a i n l y i n t e r e s t e d i n t h e way i n which C u t h b e r t , 

A e l f f l a e d , o r W i l f r i d ( a l l monastic f o u n d e r s or r e f o r m e r s ) , 

c o u l d be p r e s e n t e d as major p o l i t i c a l p l a y e r s ? I s t h e s t o r y 

o f A u g u s t i n e ' s Oak designed t o obscure t h e c o n t r i b u t i o n o f 

t h e B r i t i s h c l e r g y t o t h e process o f e v a n g e l i z a t i o n ? Was 

t h e r e r e a l l y a t e r r i b l e epidemic t h a t swept t h e c o u n t r y i n 

664, or do t h e s t o r i e s o f B a r k i n g and Lastingham impose 

t h e i r own past on our view o f t h e whole? Did t h e c o n v e r s i o n 

reach beyond a small n o b l e-monastic c l i q u e , or do t h e 

c h a r a c t e r s o f t h e m i r a c l e s t o r i e s r e p r e s e n t a c r o s s - s e c t i o n 

o f t h e church? Were t h e r e r e a l l y no s e c u l a r c l e r g y i n 

Anglo-Saxon England, or i s i t s i m p l y t h a t t h e monastic 

s a i n t s and t h e i r f o l l o w e r s are t h e o n l y ones o f whom we 

hear? 

That need not suggest t h a t t h e m i r a c l e s t o r i e s a r e 

v a l u e l e s s as an h i s t o r i c a l r e c o r d , nor t h a t t h e y devalue 

t h e works i n which t h e y a r e t o be found. On t h e c o n t r a r y , 

t h e y serve t o c o n t a i n u s e f u l h i s t o r i c a l i n f o r m a t i o n , 

r e m i n d i n g us o f t h e s o c i a l , p o l i t i c a l and m a t e r i a l 

r e a l i t i e s o f t h e i r t i m e . 1 5 And more th a n t h a t , t h e y r e f l e c t 

Conclusion. 
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ideas about t h e h i s t o r y o f which t h e y a r e a p a r t , r e v e a l i n g 

more s t a r k l y t h a n sober p o l i t i c a l h i s t o r y c o u l d do, t h e 

h i s t o r i o g r a p h i c a l p r e s u p p o s i t i o n s w i t h which t h e i r a u t h o r s 

were w o r k i n g . L u t t e r k o r t ( i n t h e most r e c e n t l y p u b l i s h e d 

approach t o Bede's s t o r i e s ) c o n c l u d e s , 'we shou l d be f u l l y 

aware... t h a t t o d i s p a r a g e m i r a c l e s t o r i e s as b e i n g merely 

n a i v e i s an a n a c h r o n i s t i c approach which o b s t r u c t s c a r e f u l 

i n v e s t i g a t i o n o f t e x t s which i n r e a l i t y can p r o v i d e us w i t h 

a g r e a t deal o f i n f o r m a t i o n . ' 1 6 That i n f o r m a t i o n opens f o r 

us a b e t t e r u n d e r s t a n d i n g o f t h e minds o f some o f our main 

sources f o r t h e e a r l y c e n t u r i e s o f Anglo-Saxon England. Far 

from b e i n g an i n t r u s i o n i n t o t h e works t h a t c o n t a i n them, 

th e y are a key t o a f u l l e r a p p r e c i a t i o n o f them; t h a t i s 

why t h e y are nec silentio praetereunda. 
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Notes t o t h e C o n c l u s i o n 
1- 1Bede's "Notes on Genesis" and t h e t r a i n i n g o f t h e 
Anglo-Saxon C l e r g y ' , i n ed. K. Walsh & D. Wood, The Bible in 
the Medieval World ( O x f o r d , 1985), pp.17-30. 
2- C.W. Jones, 'Some I n t r o d u c t o r y Remarks on Bede's 
Commentary on Genesis', pp.124-7. 
3- Above, pp.272-3. 
4- H.E. IV, 22. 
5- 'Bede's U n d e r s t a n d i n g ' , p.262. 
6- C r e i d e r sees i t as b e l i e f i n a continuum o f grace (op. 
cit., p.59). 
7- H.E. I , 3 1 . 

8- H.E. V, 6. 
9- The i m p l i c a t i o n , by c o n t r a s t , i s t h a t repentance i s an 
ac t o f w i l l ( e . g . , H.E. V, 1 3 ) . 
1 ° - R e s p e c t i v e l y , H.E. I I , 2; H.E. V, 10; VWilf. c.26. 
1 1 • D. W h i t e l o c k , 'Bede and His Teachers and F r i e n d s ' , i n 
ed. Bonner, Famulus Christi, pp.19-39 (pp.2 0 - 2 ) . 
12- H.E. I I , 12; c f . VGreg. c.16. 
13- H.E. I l l , 9. 

14. s e e -the appendices, i n which t h o s e i n d i v i d u a l s known t o 
be i n r e l i g i o u s o r d e r s are i d e n t i f i e d by ( R ) . 
1 5 - Co l g r a v e , ' E a r l i e s t S a i n t s ' L i v e s ' , pp.41-5. 
1 6 - L u t t e r k o r t , K., 'Beda H a g i o g r a p h i c u s ' , i n ed. Houwen, 
L.A.J.R., & MacDonald, A.A., Beda Venerabilis (Groningen, 
1996), pp.81-106 (pp.105-6). 
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Appendi ces 

The f o l l o w i n g t a b l e s summarize i n f o r m a t i o n from t h e 
a n a l y s i s o f t h e m i r a c l e s t o r i e s d i s c u s s e d i n t h i s t h e s i s . 

C e r t a i n symbols are used t h r o u g h o u t t h e s e t a b l e s : 

(R) i n d i c a t e s t h a t t h e c h a r a c t e r mentioned was a r e l i g i o u s . 

(N) i n d i c a t e s someone o f noble ( o r r o y a l ) s t a t u s . 

(Y) i n d i c a t e s someone d e s c r i b e d as in fans or adulescens. 

(L) i n d i c a t e s a c h a r a c t e r not i n h o l y or r e l i g i o u s o r d e r s , 

and o f no o t h e r i d e n t i f i a b l e s t a t u s . 

(S) i n d i c a t e s a s e r v a n t . 

(D) i n d i c a t e s posthumous a c t i v i t y . 

* i n d i c a t e s i n f o r m a t i o n from another p a r t o f t h e work 

c o n t a i n i n g t h e s t o r y . 

** i n d i c a t e s i n f o r m a t i o n i d e n t i f i e d by e d i t o r s o f works. 

+ i n d i c a t e s a 'monastic s i t u a t i o n ' (see above, pp.308-9). 

VPr., VMet., and VAnon. have been f u r t h e r a b b r e v i a t e d t o VP, 

VM, and VA, r e s p e c t i v e l y . 

I n d i c a t i o n s o f s t a t u s a re always g i v e n r e l e v a n t t o t h e 

t i m e i n q u e s t i o n , e.g. a m i r a c l e may be w i t n e s s e d by a 

s e r v a n t (S) who t h e n becomes a monk (R) and a c t s as t h e 

w r i t e r ' s source. 

The term ' w i t n e s s ' ( i n appendices one t o f i v e ) r e f e r s 

t o someone s t a t e d t o have been p r e s e n t a t t h e t i m e o f t h e 

m i r a c l e and t o have spoken o f i t l a t e r ; 'source' i s t h e o r a l 

e 
Appendices 



377 

or w r i t t e n account on which t h e w r i t e r depended. 

The number o f e n t r i e s i n t h e t a b l e s does not correspond 

t o t h e t o t a l number o f m i r a c l e s t o r i e s ; t o a v o i d unnecessary 

r e p e t i t i o n , a number o f s t o r i e s b e l o n g i n g t o t h e same p l a c e 

and t i m e and from t h e same w i t n e s s e s and source have been 

grouped t o g e t h e r ( e . g . VPr c.23). I n appendices s i x , seven 

and e i g h t , t h e m i r a c l e s o f C u t h b e r t a r e t r e a t e d t o g e t h e r , 

w i t h d i f f e r e n c e s i n t h e accounts noted where necessary. 
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Appendix One 

Index o f Places, Witnesses, Sources, and Time References i n 
t h e C u t h b e r t S t o r i e s 

T h i s t a b l e l i s t s t h e m i r a c l e s o f t h e Vita Prosaica i n 

t h e o r d e r i n which t h e y occur i n t h a t work. Where t h e same 

s t o r y appears i n t h e Vita Anonyma, t h e comparable d e t a i l s 

are shown on t h e f o l l o w i n g l i n e . There i s no c i t a t i o n o f 

w i t n e s s e s and sources i n t h e Vita Metrica, so t h a t work has 

not been i n c l u d e d i n t h i s t a b l e . 
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Appendix Two 

Index o f Places, Witnesses, Sources, and Time References i n 
t h e Historia Ecclesiastica 
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A p p e n d i x T h r e e 

I n d e x o f P l a c e s , W i t n e s s e s , S o u r c e s , and T i m e R e f e r e n c e s i n 

t h e Vita Gregorii 

A p p e n d i c e s 
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A p p e n d i x F o u r 

I n d e x o f P l a c e s . W i t n e s s e s , S o u r c e s , and T i m e R e f e r e n c e s i n 

t h e Vita WiIfridi 

A p p e n d i c e s 
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A p p e n d i x F i v e 

I n d e x o f P l a c e s , W i t n e s s e s . S o u r c e s , a n d T i m e R e f e r e n c e s i n 

t h e Vita Guthjaci 

A p p e n d i c e s 
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A p p e n d i x S i x 

I n d e x o f T y p e s . A g e n t s , B e n e f i c i a r i e s , A f f l i c t i o n s , a n d 

Means i n H e a l i n g M i r a c l e s . 

I n t h i s t a b l e t h e s t o r i e s o f h e a l i n g m i r a c l e s a r e 

l i s t e d a c c o r d i n g t o t y p e , w i t h s i m i l a r s t o r i e s , a s f a r a s 

p o s s i b l e , p l a c e d t o g e t h e r . F o u r t y p e s h a v e b e e n i d e n t i f i e d ; 

t h e l a r g e s t g r o u p , t h e h e a l i n g o f p h y s i c a l ( P h y . ) 

c o m p l a i n t s , h a s b e e n s u b d i v i d e d a c c o r d i n g t o t h e a f f l i c t i o n . 

T h e o t h e r t h r e e t y p e s a r e h e a l i n g s o f demon p o s s e s s i o n 

( E x . ) , r e v i v i f i c a t i o n ( R e v . ) , a n d an h e a l i n g by an h a p p y 

d e a t h ( E u t . ) . 

A p p e n d i c e s 
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A p p e n d i x S e v e n 

I n d e x o f T y p e s , V i s i o n a r i e s , a n d C o n t e n t o f M i r a c l e s o f 

R e v e l a t i on . 

I n t h i s t a b l e t h e s t o r i e s o f p r o p h e t i c u t t e r a n c e o r 

v i s i o n a r y e x p e r i e n c e a r e l i s t e d a c c o r d i n g t o t y p e . T h e t y p e s 

i d e n t i f i e d a r e : 

P r o p h e c y - a r e c o r d o f a s t a t e m e n t o f an e v e n t i n t h e f u t u r e 

o r a t a d i s t a n c e , s u b s e q u e n t l y c o n f i r m e d . 

V i s i o n - a s i g h t i n g o f an h e a v e n l y o r d e m o n i c b e i n g . 

V.A.L. - a v i s i o n o f t h e a f t e r l i f e , w h i c h a s a l i t e r a r y f o r m 

i s s i g n i f i c a n t e n o u g h t o be c l a s s i f i e d s e p a r a t e l y . 

A p p a r i t i o n - a p h a n t a s m a l o c c u r r e n c e , w i t h t h e a p p e a r a n c e o f 

a p h y s i c a l r e a l i t y . 

P o s t , s i g n - s e n s o r y e x p e r i e n c e s r e l a t i n g t o t h e d e a t h o f an 

i n d i v i d u a l . 

N a t a l s i g n - v i s i o n a r y o c c u r r e n c e a t t h e b i r t h o f a s a i n t . 

A p p e n d i c e s 
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--, Enchyridion ad Laurentiurn 
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