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I'HE BRITISH CHURCH AND ANGLO-SAXON EXPANSION: THE EVIDENCE OF
SAINTS' CULTS.

ABSTRACT

In this thesis, ethnic relations on the Anglo-British frontier between the sixth and
eleventh centuries are studied through the medium of saints' cults. The author argues
that through the examination of popular beliefs, of which saints' cults are one
manifestation, we can gain important knowledge of what 'living on a frontier' meant to
local populations. The notion is challenged that Anglo-Saxon political expansion into

western Britain should be viewed against a backdrop of ethnic hostility, and evidence of

peacetul co-operation 1s highlighted.

It 1s proposed that Anglo-British ecclesiastical relations can best be understood
in terms of an existing similarity of institutions and practices, and of a community of
popular belief. It 1s this that informs the 'continuity' of structures of secular and
ecclesiastical administration noted by previous commentators. It 1s demonstrated that
there are occasions on which we can suppose a political purpose behind the promotion
of cults in frontier zones, but that the success of such operations was predicated upon
the willing participation of those at whom the cults were directed. The tallacy ot casting

the people of the Anglo-British frontier in the role of victims 1s thus exposed.

The analysis is conducted within a tripartite geographical framework, which
enables parallels and contrasts to be developed. Chapter one deals with southwestern
Scotland, chapters two and three with southeastern Wales, the west midlands and
southwest of England. These areas became frontier zones at difterent times and in
different ways. That all three were targets of expansionist Anglo-Saxon polities cannot
be questioned, but the evidence of saints' cults indicates that political absorption was not

an entirely one way process and permits us to talk instead in terms of cultural

assimilation, and of the fruits of extended interaction.
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INTRODUCTION

0.1 FRONTIERS

In early medieval Britain, the area beyond the furthest extent of pagan Anglo-
Saxon burial 1s characterized by the greater density of British place-names and more
frequent recovery of Romano-British artefacts. This was an area that became peripheral
during this period in the same measure that it lost its political independence. In more
popular terms, it is the frontier of 'Celt' and 'Saxon'. In this thesis, saints' cults are used
to examine ethnic relations on the Anglo-British frontier, between the sixth and
eleventh centuries. The author believes that through the study of popular beliefs, of
which saints' cults are one manifestation, we can gain important knowledge of what

living on a frontier' meant to local populations.

The historical study of frontiers owes its origins to Frederick Jackson Turner
and its development to classical scholarship." Whereas Turner's idea of the Frontier in

the American West was essentially that of an ever-receding line bounding an area of
the
settlement, Fabricius, herald ot:‘ school of Limesforschung, saw it as a zone whose

institutions set the seal on its distinction as much as the independent spirit of its

population. This difference of emphasis resulted understandably from the ditferent

' Turner (1894); Fabricius (1927). There is a burgeoning literature about historical frontiers and
about the historiography of frontiers. While much of this takes its examples from the Roman
Empire and from modern colonial societies, it nevertheless provides a useful (if not always
transparent) theoretical framework. See Gulley (1959), Birley (1974), Birley, Dobson and Jarret

(1974), Gillam (1974), Jackson (1978), Dyson (1985), Cronon (1987), Hedeager (1987), Carrié
(1995) and Elton (1996, 1-9). The most important collection of essays is Miller and Stetten

(1977).




historical contexts of the North American and Roman frontiers, but both approaches

shared a common conceptual inheritance. For both, the key problem was how to

reconcile a defined line of contact with a zone of interaction.

The 1dea of a line of contact is rooted in both physical geography and in the
semiotics of cartographic representation. As employed by the modern states system and
mediated through political thought, it has become a border, a line drawn on a map that
divides peoples, nations or systems. Such borders are mental shortcuts rather than
observable facts. They are by no means the natural or inevitable result of the
development of a frontier. Humans are associative animals. That so many geographical
frontiers have come to represent the borders of ethno-linguistic groupings 1s a factor of
their presence as 'mating barriers' rather than of the deliberate creation of opposed

political entities.”

Since it exists at the intersection of a (concrete) use to refer to some externally

observed condition and an (abstract) use to signify 'something to be gone beyond', the
Frontier can only ever be subjectively defined. To use a modern illustration, no people

ever judged their homelands to be terra incognita but what is certain 1s that these lands
were charted at the same time as they were conquered. It is plain that the significations
of the term are therefore extensive and subjective, and that the person or collective that

thinks in terms of 'the Frontier' (thus Imperial Rome) is marked out as a potential

conqueror.

2 These preliminary comments are drawn from a paper delivered by the author at Durham in
1996. The most useful introductions are Fawcett (1921), East (1938), Wood (1992) and

MacEachren (1995, 217-43).



cultural zone, a number of other and perhaps more useful models come into play. Chief
among these are the related concepts of 'internal colonization' and of ‘core-periphery’.
The latter draws its foundation from local models founded on observable spatial
relationships. Both assume the existence of a unitary geographic area and posit
difterences within it. Simply expressed, peripherality is a way of looking at a region
from a particular geo-political standpoint. For a region to be described as peripheral it
must be geographically distant from the centre of economic and political power, be

objectively different in some sense (usually socio-economic) and be of insufficient

strength to challenge the identification.

Internal colonization is the description of the process whereby the core extends
its influence into the periphery, be this through physical settlement or through the
externalization of that area's economic and political linkages.® The term also invokes a
psychological extension in which the people of the periphery themselves recognize the
validity of the model and acculturate to the values promoted by the core. Linguistic
change is one major reflection of this. The concepts of core-periphery and internal
colonization may be combined with the identification of the frontier zone as one of co-

operation and peaceful exchange, and help to explain what was happening within 1t.

3 Deacon, George and Perry (1988, 25-30, 40-41) provide the most accessible modern
interpretation of the idea (applied, in this instance, to Cornwall). See also Wakeford (1992,

Introduction).

4 See Hechter (1975); Page (1977), Hind (1984), and note the shortcomings of the approach as
explained there.



Well at Carrawburgh on Hadrian's Wall shows the adoption by Romans of the cult of a

British water-nymph 'at every military and social level',” whilst the civilian settlements
(vici, coloniae), adjoining Roman forts across Europe are examples of the integration
and 1nteraction of the conquerors into and with their environment. Cast in a medieval

context, the frontier often becomes an area with its own body of legal custom and

procedure (Ireland, the Welsh Marches).®

Since we believe early medieval frontiers to have an unalloyed base in cultural
distinction, rather than in the politics of state-formation, and since popular religion is
acknowledged to be an observable constituent of 'culture', it would appear that the study
of the transmission of saints' cults in frontier areas can contribute meaningtully to the
wider debate. It remains to be seen if the Frontier could -at least in this respect- take on

different characteristics in different areas or at different periods.

5 Richmond and Gillam (1951); Breeze and Dobson (1976), 263.

6 On medieval frontiers, see Lewis (1958), Duffy (1983), Halperin (1984), Burns (1988), Smith
(1992, 1-8, 205) and Bartlett (1993). The most useful collections are Bartlett and MacKay

(1989), and Barry, Frame and Simms (1995). In several of these accounts, religion is made to
constitute a frontier in its own right.



0.2 SAINTS' CULTS

The cult (cultus) of a saint is the machinery through which his memory
1s perpetuated. It may comprise the celebration of his birth or death, the physical
veneration of his body or relics, and the transmission of stories about him.’ Saints cults
bear a well delineated relationship to royal and ecclesiastical power in the Anglo-Saxon
period, and were used by both rulers and religious communities in efforts to enhance
their own prestige and power and to influence popular perception and belief Royal
houses and aristocracies provided the means whereby the church could realize its
potential as a powerful force for social cohesion through its function as guarantor of
spiritual security. The possession of relics could boost the power of rulers (or, more
correctly the perception of that power), by the spiritual energy (virtus) they were
believed to impart. This symbiosis is demonstrated by the foundation and patronage of
monasteria by kings and nobles, and by such communities' reception of royal or noble
family members, sometimes of dubious religious vocation, who might under the right
circumstances (if either the family or the institution stood to gain from 1t) be

remembered as saints.

The relevance of the cult to the frontier zone is self-evident. As a nexus of

church-state authority, the implantation of a cult and promotion of a saint's spiritual
solicitude could hope to secure the adherence of new converts to the faith, but at the
same time the recognition of the right of the conquering power and of the inviolability

of ecclesiastical lands. In areas where the assumption of political power was over a

e

7 On saints and relics generally see Forster (1943), Bonser (1962), Thomas ( 1974, 337-9),
Rollason (1989a), and Bate (1990). On their political context see Nelson ( 1973), Bu!lough
(1981), Rollason (1983; 1986a; 1986b; 1989a, 105-63; 1989b), Thacker (1985), and Ridyard

(1988).



fully Christian people, it was not necessary to start from scratch since the emotional

allegiance of the people to their own saints, focussed on existing cult-centres meant that

control only need be exercised through these centres for political allegiances to be

secured. To take a fairly straightforward example, in the case of Bodmin (Cornwall)
there seems to have been a simple transfer of patronage of a stable secular mynster and
bishopric from the Dumnonian to the West Saxon royal house.® In this case. the

acquisition of relics or the promotion of hagiography served to confirm or enhance the

royal associations of the centre and saint; in other cases they were necessary to

establish it.

Translated into 1nstitutional terms, religio-political expansion in border areas

could use three methods:

(1) the establishment of new religious outposts, bishoprics or mission-stations,
(ii)  the expansion of the conquering power's monastic communities to become

frontier institutions through the royal requisition and re-grant of lands, and

(iii)  the suborning wholesale of existing 'native' centres.

The most familiar accounts of missionary activity relate to the New World,
and to the European colonies, where Christian missionaries acted in the capacity of an
advance guard, the effect of whose work was to soften the natives' response to

imminent conquest.9 The examples from medieval Europe are however no less

8 See below, chapter three, pp. 202-6.

9 The suppression of the Portuguese and Spanish missions to Japan and Indochina ofters a rare
example of undoubted failure. In both cases local rulers realized that the missions signalled a

European threat to their independence.



profound. On the frontier of Moslem and Christian in North Africa and Iberia

conversion -on a personal level- constituted a political statement and necessary

Insurance, but the promotion of the faith nevertheless remained a primary concern of
secular authorities. It was not by coincidence that Boniface laboured at a time of
Frankish expansion, that Denmark received its first churches at the time of Cnut's
North Sea Empire', or that the Ottonian Empire expanded to the same extent as it
evangelized. A papal commission might lend the missionary a supra-political authority,
but he was in practice seldom a free agent. The logistics of missionary work alone
entailled that he have weighty, far-sighted, consistent and well-organized political
support. Whatever Bede may have said about Augustine's conflict with the British
bishops, it is therefore clear that the papal mission to the Anglo-Saxons of 597 must
have had considerable intercourse with the British church and with British secular
leaders. The important place of the mission in the social psychology of the frontier,
meant that evangelization undertaken by a holy man might become an important

hagiological motif in its own right, existing above and beyond the circumstances that

had given birth to it.

While a case can be made for the 'religious outpost' in the Northumbrian
bishopric of Abercorn from the mid to late seventh century, this concept 1s generally
more applicable to expansion into non-Christian lands, or areas viewed as non-
Christian for technical reasons (as the Irishries). Where frontier zones possessed their
own ecclesiastical structures, it was logical that kings sought access to the conduits of

loyalty the saints represented. The patronized cult, or the royal saint represented a
tapping of this flow of loyalty, since in the first instance the church in receipt could be

expected to endorse the benefactor among its flock, and in the second the connection of



the ruler with revered sainthood was self-evident. Such was the recognition of the cult
as a social adhesive that 'native' cults with useful political attributes appear also to have

been confected by the occupying power, according to requirements. Cults that stressed
saints' religious orthodoxy may, at different times, have been of political use in
presenting religious subsumption as an historical inevitability. The exercise of power

through the church was consequently psychological as well as administrative.

A close connection has been established between royal power, the centres of
the tenth-century English monastic reform and the promotion of saints' cults.'” In newly
unified areas, the re-establishment of strategic monasteria about lapsed cults (for
instance that of Athelthryth at Ely in former East Anglia) was clearly intended as a
political statement (in this case the West Saxon assumption of the mantle of the East
Anglian kings). That secular mynsters like Chester-le-Street or Bodmin were not
reformed is not evidence that homogenization was not attempted (for both communities

received extensive patronage from the West Saxon kings), but rather that reform was

considered inappropriate.

The whole country was a Norman frontier zone, and yet not only 1s there a
dearth of Norman cults, but a long term adoption of existing Anglo-Saxon saints, with
in Edward the Confessor- the creation of a prominent new one.'" A claim to
legitimacy through continuity perhaps, but also an objective recognition of sanctity. It

is not enough to think simply in terms of domination in the guise of assimilation:

10 yohn (1966); Banton (1982). On the reform, the most useful collections are Parsons (1975),
Yorke (1988) and Ramsay, Sparks and Tatton-Brown (1992).

1 Initial scepticisms were soon overcome. See Ridyard (1987).



common institutions and thought structures on the frontier between Christian peoples

expansion: this would have taken place without them. Their linkage arose from the

institutional dependence of the church upon them.

0.3 SOURCES

The texts of use for this thesis probably represent only a small fraction
of those that would have been available in the Anglo-Saxon period and caution is
therefore required when making assumptions and generalizations from those that are

extant. The use of saints' lives (vitae) as evidence for the pre-Conquest cult of saints

presents particular problems.

For the majority of Anglo-Saxon, and for all Welsh and Cornish saints the
hagiographical record is entirely post-Conquest, and in some cases very late indeed.
Such texts generally tell us nothing of historical value about the personal histories of
their subjects. They need therefore to be approached with caution and not to be
deployed as evidence without due reserve. Others have recognized that many
hagiographical texts contain an important folkloric element, and that ‘the accounts of

miracles and wonders that they contain, although not to be treated as factual narratives,

provide evidence bearing on the veneration of these saints', that is upon popular, orally

transmitted beliefs, only rarely captured in writing. '2

2 poble (1943); Rollason (1983), 1. The most widely cited, but least investigated post-
Conquest source is the Sanctilogium Anglie, a collection of saints’ lives assembled by John of

9




Whilst the conventional rule of the authority' of earlier texts and of earlier
manuscripts above later must be adhered to where these exist, in itself, the date of a
manuscript only indicates that the texts it contains must be of or earlier than the date of
Its writing. Although texts recording the traditions of many pre-Conquest saints may
date to the later-medieval period, or be preserved in late manuscripts, there is often
reason to believe that these may be based upon, expand, revise, translate, Incorporate or

abbreviate earlier documents. In some cases questions of authority can be resolved

through the use of advanced techniques of literary and linguistic analysis. ">

Place-names and church dedications also offer valuable evidence. The
linguistic origin of the elements within a place-name indicate that people speaking that
language once dwelled in the area; relationships between elements, their phonological
structures and characteristics of use may further refine when the name may be judged to
have come into existence and the processes by which it has been transmitted to the

present day. None of these factors need indicate ethnicity, but they may add up to a

presumption of ethnicity.

Except where the dedication of a church forms part of a place-name for which
a date may be suggested on other grounds, or 1s explicitly mentioned in an authoritative
early medieval source, it will generally have been first recorded in late medieval
documents or by early modern antiquaries. The concept of dedication to a saint appears

to have originated in Italy in the late fourth century. A formal act of dedication did not

take place in a majority of cases and arose simply through constant association. It was

Tynemouth, monk of St. Albans in the early fourteenth century. See Horstmann (1901, I, 1x-
Ixviii), Diverres (1968, 171-2), Lucas (1970) and Richards (1981b).

'Y Rollason (1983), 1. See below, Appendix A, and the literature cited there.

10




often never recorded and in such a case the church's patron remains unknown. In others.
the place-name may have fostered a spurious saint and dedication. We tend to think that
a church should have a singular and immutable dedication, a 'name', if you like, but it
was clearly the case that in earlier times the name of the church represented the saint or
saints whose altars or relics were in it. Dedications might therefore change as new relics
were acquired or different cults popularized. The use of dedications as an historical
source 1s accordingly fraught with difficulty, as there is often no way of determining the

date at which the first recorded dedication came into use (or even if that record was

correct).'”

Certain cults are more frequently encountered in particular ethnic or
chronological contexts. In the most simplistic terms this means that a dedication to
Saint Genevieve 1s more likely to be found in Paris than in London. It also means that
in England, where there 1s a viable context, where there 1s other evidence by which to
date the church, a dedication to Saint Andrew 1s more likely to be of Anglo-Saxon than
of later origin. By extension, where a dedication appears to occur in an unusual spatial
or chronological context, there is likely to be a very specific reason for it. The 'ethnicity

of sainthood' is thus a problematic concept but relationships and patt