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ABSTRACT

“The Wilderness in Medieval English Literature: Genre, Audience and Society” focuses
on the disjunction between the actual environmental conditions of medieval England and
the depiction of the wilderness in the literature of the time period from the Anglo-Saxon
conversion to the close of the Middle Ages. Using environmental history to identify the
moments of slippage between fact and fiction, this project examines the ideology behind
the representations of the wilderness in literature and the relationship of these
representations to social practices and cultural norms as well as genre and targeted
audience. The first chapter argues that the depiction of early Anglo-Saxon saints and their
relationships to the wilderness of England helped to construct a Christian countryside for
the newly converted Anglo-Saxons. The next chapter asserts that the epic Beowulf
employs wilderness settings in order to address Anglo-Saxon anxiety regarding the pagan
past of their ancestors on the Continent. The third chapter examines an eclectic group of
English histories written after the Norman Invasion, showing that their use of the
landscape of England subverts the Norman master-narrative of political and social
superiority. The final chapter of this study examines the earliest Middle English Robin

Hood poems, arguing that they represent the voice of the English peasant and manifest a
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desire to regain control of the natural places of England that had been appropriated by the
upper classes of the feudal structure. Overall, this project asserts that the literary images
of the natural world in the medieval literature of England are a complicated synthesis of
real environmental conditions and the ideology espoused by each particular genre and

are, therefore, intimately tied to time and place.
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Introduction

“The Wilderness in Medieval English Literature: Genre, Audience and Society”
focuses on the disjunction between the actual environmental conditions of medieval
England and the depiction of the wilderness in the literature of the time period from the
Anglo-Saxon conversion to the close of the Middle Ages. Using environmental history to
identify the moments of slippage between fact and fiction, I examine the ideology behind
the representation of the wilderness and the relationship of these representations to social
practices and cultural norms as well as genre and the targeted audience. This project
argues that the literary images of the natural world in the medieval literature of England
are a complicated synthesis of real environmental conditions and the ideology espoused
by each particular genre and are, therefore, intimately tied to time and place.

The first great English writer, Bede, opens his Ecclesiastical History of the
English People with a physical description of the British Isles. While much of this
description is taken from his sources, both classical and British,' his arrangement of the
material and his original additions display Bede’s own interests in time and geography, a
theme that is carried through many of his works from De temporibus and De temporum
ratione to his descriptions of the holy land in his exegetical works as well as his
consciousness of man’s position in the physical world in De natura rerum. Even within
the body of the Ecclesiastical History, Bede returns again and again to geography and
time in his descriptions of the various kingdoms and in his concerns regarding the dating

of Easter. Not only does the opening set this continuing theme for the Ecclesiastical

" Merrills, History and Geography, lists Pliny, Orosius, Solinus, Isidore and Gildas as sources of the
Geographical Introduction, 250.



History, but it also takes great pains to situate Bede’s work within a specific time and
place, locating England in relation to the rest of the Christian world, setting it both
spatially and temporally as an extension of the evangelical mission of the New
Testament.” England appears as a very real, physical location within Bede’s narrative as
it joins the kingdom of God. Yet, the Ecclesiastical History achieves timelessness
through Bede’s use of Biblical archetypes, the power of his English saints to affect
miracles beyond the grave and the famous sparrow metaphor.” As one of the first figures
in what would became a long and glorious tradition of English writing, Bede’s
Geographical Introduction to his most famous work sets a dichotomy of the English
landscape that extends through the close of the Middle Ages in the fifteenth century: a
landscape that is at once timeless and yet grounded in the specifics, both natural and
political, of England’s location at the edge of the world. A knight’s journey into the forest
or a saint’s sojourn in the wilderness both contain an archetypal quality that makes the
narrative universal no matter the place of production, while at the same times, medieval
English texts betray their own political and social anxieties in their representation of the
landscape and in their use, or lack thereof, of the real British countryside. The disconnect
between the physical topography and its representation in literature reveals the
ideological agenda at play in medieval writers’ constructions of the natural world,
especially in areas considered as wilderness.

A brief history of the English countryside illustrates the interaction between
mankind and the natural world, an integral aspect of this study. The history of the English

countryside begins 10,000 years ago with the retreat of the last ice age. Since that time

? Merrills, History and Geography, 244. Merrills specifically sees the Ecclesiastical History as an extension
of Acts.
3 Merrills, History and Geography, 239-40.



Britain has been continuously inhabited by humans, the greatest single influence upon the
land. From the widespread burning of land to lure animals with new growth as conducted
by the Mesolithic hunter-gatherers (8,000-3,500 BCE) to the clearing of land for plants
and livestock accomplished by the Neolithic farmers (4,000-2,000 BCE) to the crafting of
better implements and weapons that led to the earliest large-scale land management
efforts in Britain during the Bronze Age (2,200-750 BCE) and were then improved upon
during the Iron Age (750 BCE-43 CE), human kind has continually modified the natural
world in its progress towards civilization. The oldest records of Britain begin with the
Roman occupation (43-410), which brought a fully-developed governmental system to
the island. The Roman foundation of urban centers and the laying of roads influence the
British countryside to this day. Recognized as a valuable source of materials, the new
province was treated accordingly and the Romans cleared forests, drained wetlands and
increased farmland to produce food for the Empire. Roman encroachment upon the land
of England was probably so extensive that very little of what might be termed wilderness
or woodlands remained in the areas controlled by the Empire at the time of their
withdrawal, at which point the reclaimed wetlands flooded, but the farmland was
generally maintained.

Such was the land that the Anglo-Saxons found when they migrated to England in
the mid-fifth century. They did not encounter a wild, primitive landscape, but instead one
that bore the mark of the previous invaders and would in turn be modified by the new
wave of inhabitants, physically and ideologically. The Anglo-Saxons considered all land
as a valuable resource and used everything that was available to them in some way, either

for farmland, seasonal pasturage or even salt-making and fishing in the less populated



Fenland of East Anglia. Due to Roman deforestation, woodland was especially valuable
and was heavily managed through techniques such as coppicing and pollarding.* While
some areas of England were more populated and, therefore, more managed than others,
there was no place that was not subjected to human control. The ideas of an English
wilderness, however, played a powerful role in the imagination of English writers. The
modern English word “wilderness” comes from the Anglo-Saxons. The Oxford English
Dictionary defines wilderness as “a wild or uncultivated region or tract of land,
uninhabited, or inhabited only by wild animals™ and traces its etymology to the Old
English wild(d)eornes, the genitive of wild-deor, which Bosworth and Toller define as “a
wild animal, wild beast”; in essence the wilderness is “[the place] of the wild beasts.”
The genitive case shows possession, making the wilderness not just the place “inhabited
only by wild animals” as in the modern definition of the word, but, for the Anglo-Saxons,
a place held and possessed by the wild animals. This small grammatical detail provides
great insight into the Anglo-Saxon concept of both their communities and the places
beyond the boundaries of civilization. The community, represented by the mead hall, was
held by humanity, but the world beyond was under the control of something wild and

fierce, a threatening Other. The dichotomy between country and city that Raymond

Williams examines beginning with the sixteenth century® has its foundation in English

* Coppicing is a technique in which a tree is cut very close to the ground, causing it to generate multiple
trunks either from the stump or from suckers extending in concentric circles from the stump. Pollarding is
similar, but the trunk is cut six to ten feet above the ground, causing the new trunks to sprout at the level of
the cut. It is a more difficult process and is generally reserved for when the tree cannot be protected from
animals, wild or domesticated, who prefer to feed on the tender shoots. While certain species, such as
conifers, do not respond well to these techniques, many others, such as ash and elm do, and in fact, these
processes extend the life and usefulness of the tree. These techniques generate an ongoing supply of wood
that can be harvested at more manageable sizes.

> All Old English definitions are taken from the Dictionary of Old English: A to G and from Bosworth and
Toller (H-Z), unless otherwise noted.

¢ Williams, The Country and the City.



literature here in the ideology expressed in this word form that instinctively locates
spaces not contained within human civilization within the domain of the Other.
Anglo-Saxon dominance in England ended with the Norman Invasion of 1066,
which likewise impacted the land physically and ideologically. The Normans imported
continental Forest Laws that set aside land for royal use, conducted the extensive building
of castle works that still dot the English countryside and supported the rapid growth of
towns and urban centers. Population growth placed additional strain on the country;
wetlands were drained to produce arable land and the amount of woodland in England
dwindled to only seven percent.” The Norman Invasion also brought extensive changes in
the language and terminology related to the wilderness. The Old English wild-deor is
preserved in the Middle English wilde der, “An undomesticated beast in contrast to a
domesticated counterpart; a woodland creature; wild animal; an animal hunted for sport;
a savage beast, predatory animal, a carrion eater,”® but it no longer does double-duty in
also providing the terminology for land beyond human control. Wildernes now becomes
separately differentiated and begins to take on the more modern meaning and is defined
as: “Wild, uninhabited, or uncultivated territory; trackless, desolate land; a tract or region
of wild or uninhabited land; a desert; a devastated or depopulated place, a ruined city; a
state of ruin or desolation, the condition of devastation.” While Old English
wild(d)eornes conveyed both a sense of physical location as well as possession by beasts,
the place and the animals become separated in the Middle English and the wilderness
begins to be defined by its own qualities removed from the creatures in it. At this same

time forest enters the English language from the French of the conquerors, who brought

7 Rackham, Woodlands, 65.
¥ Middle English definitions are from the Middle English Dictionary housed in the online Middle English
Compendium.



the continental practice of afforestation, setting aside tracts of land for royal use. The
Middle English Dictionary defines forest as “A large tract of uninhabited, or sparsely
inhabited, woodland; a wilderness; A wooded tract belonging to a ruler, set apart for
hunting; a royal forest; also, a wood enclosed by walls, a park.” The idea of the
wilderness contained in this definition displays a radical shift from the Anglo-Saxon
conception of the term. While Middle English wilde dér and wildernes split the combined
essence of physical place and animal possessor contained in the Old English
wild(d)eornes, forest, in its definition as a preserve, maintains the presence of wild
beasts, but with a switched perspective. The Anglo-Saxon sense that civilization and
wilderness stand in opposition becomes replaced by a Norman assertion of conquest and
dominance. The wilderness embedded within the Middle English forest is no longer a
limitless place, but instead a location defined by legal boundaries and possessed by
humans, specifically the aristocracy, creating a sense of privilege that represents the
feudal power structure. The Anglo-Saxon primal force that stood in opposition to the
human world and threatened the tenuous civilization loses its bite and much of its threat
as the Middle English wilde dér is now “an animal hunted for sport.”

This brief environmental history, which lays the groundwork for my study of the
wilderness in medieval English literature, rises from the work of environmental historians
who study the interaction between the human world and the natural world across time.
Early in the twentieth century, H. C. Darby examined the natural features of England
before 1800. His four books cover a wide range of topics from the Roman occupation to

the extensive final draining projects of the seventeenth century.” Other authors have

® Darby, The Draining of the Fens and The Changing Fenland. Darby, ed., An Historical Geography of
England and A New Historical Geography.



focused on more specific aspects of the medieval English countryside, including Della
Hooke whose extensive study on the various natural ecosystems of the Anglo-Saxon
kingdoms employs archaeological and historical evidence and discusses the natural
terrain, including plants and animals, as well as the effect it may have had on the
migrating Anglo-Saxons.'® More recently, Hooke has directed her scholarship
specifically toward the woodlands of Anglo-Saxon England and examined the importance
of trees as cultural and religious symbols and as economic resources.'' Oliver Rackham
has also contributed extensive information both historical and ecological on the
woodlands of Britain.'> Other environmental historians have focused more specifically on
the extensive English wetlands. Mattias Jacobsson’s dissertation explores the various
hydronymic terms used in Anglo-Saxon sources and in the Domesday Book of 1086."
Stephen Rippon’s discussion of the coastal wetlands of Northern Europe includes the
English fens from the Roman occupation to 1500."* Kelley Wickham-Crowley builds
upon archaeological evidence and information on changes in the water tables during this
period to create a picture of uncertainty regarding the physical reality of land along the
coast, which in turn affects how the Anglo-Saxon identity relates to these places.'® More
specific to the environmental history of the High Middle Ages, scholars such as O. H.
Creighton'® and Robert Liddiard'’ examine the influence of the landscape upon the
location of castle works and conversely, the resulting influence of castles upon the

countryside as both estate centers and symbols of control and power.

' Hooke, The Landscape of Anglo-Saxon England.

"' Hooke, Trees in Anglo-Saxon England.

12 Rackham, Ancient Woodlands, The History of the Countryside and Woodlands.
13 Jacobsson, “Wells, Meres, and Pools.”

' Rippon, The Transformation of Coastal Wetlands.

!> Wickham-Crowley, “Living on the Ecg.”

1 Creighton, Castles and Landscapes.

"7 Liddiard, “The Castle Landscapes of Anglo-Norman East Anglia.”



With such advancements in medieval English environmental history, literary
scholars have recently begun to apply ecocritical methods to medieval literature. Richard
Butts discusses the psychological effects of the fenlands of Beowulf upon the reader.'®
John Howe examines the landscapes of Anglo-Saxon hagiography.'® Corinne Saunders’
extensive exploration of the forests of medieval romance is a valuable resource for
medievalists interested in environmental scholarship.”’ Alfred K. Siewers has taken a
leading role in medieval ecocritical studies with his book Strange Beauty: Ecocritical
Approaches to Early Medieval Landscape, which examines the Otherworld trope in Irish
and Welsh medieval literature and “Landscapes of Conversion: Guthlac’s Mound and
Grendel’s Mere as Expressions of Anglo-Saxon Nation Building.” While ecocritical
methodology has become an established form of criticism in many other literary fields,
the area of medieval studies is still a fertile frontier for such scholarship and a great deal
of work remains to be done.

My study is unique in that it focuses upon the interaction between literature and
the true environmental conditions of England across a large period of time and in a
variety of locations rather than focusing upon a specific text, time or site of production.
Instead of separating environmental history and ecocriticism as separate disciplines, I use
both to identify the boundary between realistic and literary landscapes in the literature of
medieval England. By pinpointing these moments of slippage, I can then classify the
ideology behind the construction of the wilderness in these texts and articulate the
cultural work these texts and their depiction of the natural world perform. Even when the

wilderness depicted in a text is a complete fabrication, the need to create a landscape so

'® Butts, “The Analogic Mere.”
' Howe, “Creating Symbolic Landscapes.”
?% Saunders, The Forest of Medieval Romance.



removed from reality is still significant. As already discussed, little actual wilderness
remained in England after the Roman occupation, but the need of writers to employ a
wilderness often overrode any desire for realism. Examining literary works across the
entire medieval period allows me to connect the depictions of the wilderness to cultural
anxieties that result from moments of social upheaval. Moreover, this study places the
various genres of English literature and their representations of nature into conversation
and even conflict with each other, especially as they represent a variety of audiences:
upper class, lower class, religious and common. While reinforcing an ideology regarding
the natural world and the wilderness that lies beyond society, each genre also helps to
create the ideology it upholds by affirming the stance of the targeted audience vis-a-vis
the natural world. Genres examined in this study comprise hagiography, epic, romance,
ballad, outlaw tale and history, including biography and chronicle, and represent a
breadth of English works from approximately 700 CE to 1500 CE.

I engage in a variety of methods and theoretical approaches to uncover the ways
in which the wilderness both shapes and transmits the ideology of the text. Following
Williams’s assertion that art is not just a product of society but an interactive practice,”'
my central question is always “What cultural work does this text perform?” Part of
answering this question is an examination of genre. While the topic of genre in literary
studies can become a perilous debate, at the very least, generic classifications and
discussions seek to identify the expectations that a particular type of text or mode evokes
in the targeted audience. In “Theory of Genres and Medieval Literature,” Hans Robert
Jauss asserts that “literary forms and genres are thus neither subjective creations of the

author, nor merely retrospective ordering-concepts, but rather primarily social

*'Williams, “Base and Superstructure.”
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phenomena, which means that they depend on functions in the lived world,”* articulating
the role of literature in the life of the community and the belief that literature fulfills and
addresses certain cultural needs. In Jauss’s “hierarchy of genres,” in which particular
literary forms rise and fall according to the needs of the group, the evolution of history
and culture creates a revolving system within which particular literary genres assume the
prominent position at particular times according to social needs and conditions.” In
following the “hierarchy of genres,” this project moves chronologically through medieval
English literature, examining the connection between each chosen genre and the social
and cultural, as well as environmental, conditions of the time. Investigating the
relationship between the cultural function of the genre and its implied audience
illuminates the impact of the wilderness landscapes of the texts and their importance as
expressions of cultural values.

Of central importance to my study is the relationship of humankind to the natural
world, particularly to what we call the wilderness, a term that appears easy to define. A
bevy of images comes to mind: the children of Israel wandering in the desert, Mary
Shelley’s bleak depiction of Mont Blanc, Lewis and Clark’s exploration of the American
West, the isolated location in Joseph Conrad’s Heart of Darkness or the currently much-
contested Arctic National Wildlife Refuge. The definitions, as discussed above, imply a
certain amount of indeterminacy. If an area of land is uninhabited except for wild
animals, it is an unknown region colored by all the shades of mystery, fear and danger
associated with the Other. Today, we romanticize “The Wilderness” as a mythical place

that existed before wrecking civilization spread across the Earth and we want desperately

22 Jauss, “Theory of Genres,” 135.
2 Jauss, “Theory of Genres,” 140-41.
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to believe that we can still preserve the final, unspoiled vestiges of it through various park
systems and global initiatives. The brief environmental history given above, however,
demonstrates that the time when any places untouched by humans still existed in England
ended a very long time before the literature of the Middle Ages was produced. The
wilderness, therefore, is actually a human construct. As Simon Schama asserts, “The
wilderness, after all, does not locate itself, does not name itself,” nor does it “venerate

itself.”?*

Instead, humans create the wilderness by setting boundaries between us and the
Other. Schama continues by stating that while we assume that the wilderness is free from
the impact of humanity, the opposite is actually true. Our designation of the wilderness,
instead, makes it a product of our culture. Indeed, as William Cronon explains,
wilderness does not stand in opposition to “humanity’; it is instead a human construction
which is changed and adapted according to time, place and culture: “We too easily
imagine that what we behold is Nature when in fact we see the reflection of our own
unexamined longings and desires.”” Not only is the wilderness the Other, the opposite of
the civilization that defines it, but it is also a mirror that reflects the image of civilization
back upon itself. The wilderness actually defines the society through both of these
functions. This applies both to the physical land designated as wilderness as well as the
idea of the wilderness. For the purposes of this study, therefore, rather than defining
wilderness as an untouched, primeval land, which would exclude all of Britain by the
time of the Middle Ages, I define it as any area that exists beyond spaces of human

civilization. This definition follows the original Old English meaning of wild(d)eornes as

the place held by wild animals, and outside human control. This definition does not

** Schama, Landscape and Memory, 7.
25 Cronon, “The Trouble with Wilderness,” 69-70.
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exclude places where a human might make an appearance, but instead, includes such
places because the human, in these instances, is the alien Other.

The interaction between culture and natural world illustrates a system within
which the physical environment helps to shape the culture while, conversely, the culture
shapes the physical environment. This “environmental unconscious,” as Lawrence Buell
terms it,”® asserts the influence of the natural world upon the literary imagination. In
Writing for an Endangered World: Literature, Culture, and the Environment in the U. S.
and Beyond, Buell reveals the elusiveness of the term “place” and its distinction from
“space.” A space is a location, but a place is a space that has been ascribed some special
meaning and, like the wilderness, is defined simultaneously by physical boundaries and
by the feelings associated with it.”” This factor makes the definition of place extremely
“flexible.””® Buell’s theories, which help to explain humanity’s relationship with the
natural world, describe five elements of “place-connectedness.” Although not all of these
methods are discussed in this project, they all nevertheless deserve brief mention here to
illustrate the wide variety of ways humans connect to the natural world. First, and most
commonly discussed here, is an imagination of place as a series of concentric circles
beginning with the self, moving outward, growing greater but at the same time decreasing
in intimacy.”” The second is a model of place as an “archipelago of locales,” scattered
and remote, represented by the various facets of a person’s life which rarely interconnect

1.30

such as home, work, school.” The third imagining of place, the timescape, is one in

which the perception of the space is itself not stable, but is instead an image that changes

2% Buell, Writing for an Endangered World, 26.
" Buell, Writing for an Endangered World, 59.
% Buell, Writing for an Endangered World, 60.
* Buell, Writing for an Endangered World, 64.
3% Buell, Writing for an Endangered World, 64.



13

over time.”' Buell’s fourth category, place accumulation, consists of an amalgamation of
all the significant places within one’s life.”> The final model, imagined place, describes a
connection with a “fictive or virtual place.” One need not have been to a particular site to
ascribe meaning to it, such as in the reverence for a native home or for an imagined
utopia or place that one has read or heard about.™

The need to connect to spaces and endow them with meaning, thus making them
places, in Buell’s terminology, highly influences the representations of the wilderness in
medieval English literature. Authors both wanted to represent a recognizable terrain
while also constructing a wilderness that performed an ideological function within the
culture. The result was a sophisticated amalgamation of true environmental conditions
and literary meaning that created a new space within which authors addressed the cultural
concerns of their times.

This study moves chronologically, providing an overview of the changes in the
perception towards the wilderness and their connection to social and political conditions.
I begin with the earliest surviving writings in English, which were spurred by the
conversion to Christianity and conclude with ballads that were popular at the close of the
Middle Ages. The following chapter summaries are designed to provide an outline of this

trajectory.

3! Buell, Writing for an Endangered World, 67.
32 Buell, Writing for an Endangered World, 69.
33 Buell, Writing for an Endangered World, 71-73.
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Chapter 1: Conversion and the Natural World: Early Anglo-Saxon Saints and the
Wilderness

Christian hagiography has made use of the wilderness since the origin of the
genre in Athanasius’s Life of Anthony, in which the desert saint relinquishes his worldly
possessions and makes his home in the wilds of Egypt. Such texts as Athanasius’s and
Sulpicius Severus’s Life of Martin depicted the natural world and wilderness as the
location of trials and temptation for the Christian. When Anglo-Saxon hagiographers,
however, sought to add to the Christian culture by documenting the deeds of their own
saints, they were influenced by not only the Mediterranean heritage but also a uniquely
Celtic perspective regarding the natural world, in which the wilderness became not just
the location of trials, but the true home and natural environment of the saint. In her book
How Christianity Came to Britain and Ireland, Michelle Brown articulates this unique
blending and Eleanor Duckett, in The Wandering Saints of the Early Middle Ages,
examines the ways in which the Irish perigrinatio contributed to Celtic asceticism,
including its tendency to bring saints into close contact with the natural world. While
charming animal stories are a recognizable result of this synergism, my primary concern
in this chapter is the effect that the Anglo-Saxon combination of Mediterranean and
Celtic attitudes towards the natural world had upon the earliest hagiographies in England,
the ones that detail the period of conversion, including some of the hagiographical
episodes in Bede’s Ecclesiastical History. John M. Howe has already noted the Christian
need for a “reinterpretation of geography” in the early stages of conversion,>* and
Thomas F. X. Noble and Thomas Head have detailed the Christian use of churches,

monasteries, stone crosses, wells and springs, many of these adapted from formerly

i Howe, “Conversion,” 63.
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pagan sites, to create a “Christian topography of sacred spaces.”” While Jennifer Neville
asserts that the natural world in Anglo-Saxon poetry functions as a literary device,*® I
have found that the wilderness in Bede’s depictions of Sts. Oswald, Cedd and
Athelthryth in the Ecclesiastical History and in the early hagiographies of St. Cuthbert
and St. Guthlac balance the need to locate their figures within an appropriately
hagiographical landscape with a desire to depict the countryside of England accurately
for an international audience as well as a local one. These early works not only justify the
addition of England, located at the edge of civilization, to the Christian world, but also
provide the newly converted population with local saints, connected to very real, local
places, strengthening the force of the conversion.

This chapter focuses on the earliest works that depict English saints, relating the
conversion of the Anglo-Saxons to Christianity to the depiction of the wilderness in these
texts. After a discussion of the development and influence of the genre of hagiography, I
examine its function in the early days of the conversion and its role in providing a
physical location in England for the newly converted Anglo-Saxons. Although Bede’s
Ecclesiastical History is not a hagiography, it does include the earliest biographies of
several English saints who are integral to my study. I discuss St. Oswald, whose death in
battle resulted in the creation of a holy spot that was literally steeped in the blood of the
saint. I also discuss Bede’s depiction of St. Athelthryth’s translation, the miraculous
discovery of her sarcophagus in the wetlands of East Anglia and Bede’s memorial verse
to this Anglo-Saxon queen, which seeks to add Zthelthryth to the list of Christian

virgins. I next examine the two lives of St. Cuthbert, one by an anonymous brother of

3 Noble and Head, Introduction to Soldiers of Christ, xxxiii.
36 Neville, Representations, 1-3.
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Lindisfarne and the other by Bede. These works depict the Northumbrian countryside and
Cuthbert’s hermitage, not as a place of trial and tribulation, but as the proper location for
a holy man performing God’s work. I conclude this chapter with an examination of
Felix’s text on the life of St. Guthlac, who dwelled in the East Anglian Fenland. Felix
uses many of the tropes associated with early hagiography, but he adapts them in such a
way that he creates an integral connection between Guthlac’s mission and his location on
Crowland. I assert that these texts establish the important connection between the Anglo-
Saxons, the conversion and their location as migrants within the Promised Land of

England.

Chapter 2: Beowulf and Anglo-Saxon Anxiety in the Landscape of the Pagan Past
In my second chapter, I examine Anglo-Saxon anxiety regarding the pagan past of
the continental ancestors as acted out in the landscapes of the great Anglo-Saxon epic,
Beowulf. 1 discuss Beowulf’s classification as an epic and conclude that the epic
perspective of a community fighting for survival against outside forces is integral to the
ideological stance of the work and its depiction of the wilderness. Much of the
perspective of Beowulf derives from the poet’s use of history, as already recognized by
Robert Hanning®’ and Roberta Frank.*® R. D. Fulk, Robert E. Bjork and John D. Niles, in
their Introduction to Klaeber’s Beowulf, articulate what they call the “Pagan Past and
Christian Present” of the poem in which a Christian poet attempts to recreate the past of
the pagan ancestors on the Continent.*® While this perspective does explain what may

appear to be a Christian overlay upon a pagan poem, a position already thoroughly

37 Hanning, “Beowulf as Heroic History.”
%% Frank, “The Beowulf Poet’s Sense of History.”
3% Fulk, Bjork and Niles, Klaeber’s “Beowulf,” Ixviii.
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contradicted by Klaeber," it also enhances the text’s use of history to face the anxiety of
the now converted Anglo-Saxons regarding figures from their past. Others who have
examined the influence of pagan aspects on Beowulf include Niles in “Pagan Survivals
and Popular Beliefs” and Terry A. Babb in “Beowulf: Myth and Meaning.” While all
dramatized history creates an opportunity for the audience to participate in a shared past,
I assert that Beowulf, additionally, teaches its contemporary audience how to think about
the damned, heathen ancestors, with much of the confrontation of the past taking place in
the vivid wilderness of this epic.

The landscapes of Beowulf are captivating and have been discussed by such
scholars as Richard Butts,"' Margaret Gelling,42 Sam Newton,” Alfred K. Siewers** and
Kelley M. Wickham-Crowley.45 The importance of an epic landscape that contributes to
the mood of the scene has been detailed by Theodore M. Andersson, who also examines
scenes in Beowulf.* I extend his concept by connecting it not only to Anglo-Saxon
anxiety regarding the pagan past, but also to the poet’s use of liminal spaces within the
poem. Liminal figures such as Grendel, his mother, the dragon and even Beowulf and the
slave who enters the dragon’s lair drive the action of the poem by transgressing the
boundaries between civilization and wilderness, thereby creating new spaces that allow
for a renegotiation of belief regarding the ancestral past.

In this chapter, I deal solely with the epic Beowulf, although I do employ some

examples from Genesis A. I focus on the battle scenes between Beowulf and Grendel’s

0 Klaeber, The Christian Elements.

*! Butts, “The Analogic Mere.”

* Gelling, “The Landscape of Beowulf.”

* Newton, The Origins of Beowulf.

* Siewers, “Landscapes of Conversion.”

*> Wickham-Crowley, “Living on the Ecg.”
¢ Andersson, Early Epic Scenery.
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mother and between Beowulf and the dragon as these take place outside the mead hall in
what I term the “Pagan Wilderness.” The initial attacks of Grendel are also discussed,
though not in great detail, as they embody the relentless struggle between humanity and
the natural world prominent in a pagan ideology. Ronald Hutton’s The Pagan Religions
of the Ancient British Isles: Their Nature and Legacy provides insight into the paganism
that the pre-conversion Anglo-Saxons would have practiced and which may have still
presented something of a threat and concern in the time of the audience of the Beowulf
poet. Among other characteristics, including the manifestation of a variety of deities
within the natural world, Anglo-Saxon paganism viewed humanity and nature in an
antagonistic relationship for supremacy, a relationship where humans were forced to
pacify continually the deities or suffer the consequences and where humans found it
necessary to fight for dominion over the animal kingdom. This sense of a relentless and
merciless natural world manifests in the attacks of Grendel and his mother, outside forces
from the wilderness that threaten the tenuous civilization of the Danes, and culminates in
the death of Beowulf in his battle with the dragon. I show that although the ending of the
poem is apocalyptic, the creation of Beowulf’s Barrow permanently alters the landscape,
creating a monument that looks to the time of the poet when Christianization has
produced a new relationship with the natural world, making the pagan’s ongoing struggle

for supremacy against a harsh and relentless nature unnecessary.
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Chapter 3: Landscapes of Resistance: English Histories in the Anglo-Norman
Period

The Norman Conquest of 1066 marked not only a transition between the Old and
Middle English periods, but a radical change in the relationship between the English and
the natural world. Chapter Three considers an eclectic group of histories written for
English audiences during the Anglo-Norman period (1066-1204). These texts construct
the wilderness not as a site of religious conversion or the location of struggle with the
past, but as a place of resistance to Norman control. As already examined by Kenneth J.
Tiller, post-Conquest, Norman-sympathetic histories not only asserted the superiority of
the new ruling class, but also coopted the Anglo-Saxon migration narrative, making the
Normans the chosen conquerors of Britain, 47 thereby creating a master-narrative that
suppressed Anglo-Saxon history and removed the English from the position of chosen
people in Britain as articulated in such works as the Battle of Brunanburh. Another aspect
of the Norman program of domination was “ecological imperialism” as first described by
Alfred Crosby48 and modified by Michael Williams to include any systematic policy that
functions as a tool of empire enacted upon the natural environment.*’ Although the
situation of the conquered English is not coeval with later populations oppressed by
empirical aggression, their position during the first century and a half after the Battle of
Hastings does bear some resemblance to more recent colonial situations and I employ
some use of postcolonial theory in this chapter. I show that the wilderness constructed in

these texts presents a reaction to Norman programs of domination, giving voice to

*" Tiller, Lazamon’s “Brut.”
* Crosby, Ecological Imperialism.
* Williams, “Ecology, Imperialism and Deforestation,” 169.
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English concerns and resulting in the creation of landscapes that cannot be controlled by
the conquerors.

The first text | examine is The Anglo-Saxon Chronicle. As Cecily Clark notes in
her edition of the Peterborough Chronicle 1070-1154, it is the only surviving historical
source from this time that also records the voice of the English during this period.™
Although it provides little in the way of topographical description, The Anglo-Saxon
Chronicle does illustrate the Norman program of ecological imperialism and, more
importantly, the reaction of the average person to these policies. Three specific areas—
the construction of castles, the implementation of Continental Forest Laws and the
national inquest that led to the Domesday Book—provide information on the ways
Norman imperialism impacted the landscape and the English people’s relationship with
it. I next discuss the Gesta Herewardi, which details the resistance of the last English
hold-out against William the Conqueror. While recognized as an important archetype for
the development of the English outlaw tale, this text has received little attention in and of
itself. Only two scholars, Rolf H. Bremmer, Jr.”' and Hugh M. Thomas,’* have examined
it as a work of literature and neither devotes more than passing attention to Hereward’s
location within the Fenland of East Anglia in a threatening position along the frontier of
the Norman holdings. I assert that the author, Richard of Ely, although writing in Latin,
creates a hybrid text that both mimics the literature of the ruling classes while also
subverting Norman control by constructing a wilderness that both aids and provides for
the insurgents, while at the same time hindering the Normans in their attempted conquest

of the Fenland.

30 Clark, The Peterborough Chronicle, xxii.
! Bremmer, “Gesta Herewardi.”
32 Thomas, “The Gesta Herewardi” and The English and the Normans.
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The final text I discuss in this chapter is Lagamon’s Brut, the first history written
in English following the Conquest, which details the pre-Anglo-Saxon, British past.
Although a translation of Wace’s French, itself a translation of Geoffrey of Monmouth’s
History of the Kings of Britain, Lagamon’s use of English and his original additions and
expansions create a text that returns control of history to the vanquished. As noted by
scholars, most recently Rosamund Allen, this process takes the reader to a time before the
contest between the Anglo-Saxons and Normans, making the land, Britain itself, the true
hero of history. >3 The Arthurian section of Lagzamon’s Brut has received the most literary
attention and Lazamon’s expansion of this section shows that he himself felt that Arthur
was the central figure in this narrative. My examination, however, looks at several key
passages from the entire text in order to provide a more thorough image of the
construction of the wilderness in the Brut. Among other passages, I discuss the death of
Morpidus, which has received no scholarly attention, as well as the three mysterious
lakes, which have received attention only from E. G. Stanley®* and the concluding
settlement in Wales by the remaining British. I argue that these passages, which again are
situated along the frontier of the civilization, create areas that express resistance of the
Norman program of dominance, constructing a wilderness that cannot be brought into

submission.

>3 Allen, “The Implied Audience, ” 126.
>* Stanley, “The Date of Lagamon’s Brut.”
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Chapter 4: Class Subversion in the Forest of the Middle English Rhymes of Robin
Hood

This final chapter brings my study of the wilderness in medieval English literature
to the late fifteenth century through a discussion of the Rhymes of Robin Hood, as the
four earliest ballads of the Robin Hood corpus are collectively known.> As the
conclusion of my study, this chapter, fittingly, illustrates a change in class perspective
from the previous chapters as I assert that the Rhymes of Robin Hood represent the voice
of the English peasant and are a reaction in both content and generic form to oppressive
conditions of the time. These tales consciously reverse the structure of the chivalric
romance of the aristocracy, especially in the use of the forest setting. I additionally
illustrate the ways in which these early Robin Hood ballads and their construction of the
wilderness refuge of the outlaw create a reversal of the social structure of medieval
England as the bandit becomes the voice of truth and the possessor of the king’s forest,
taking back the natural areas controlled by the ruling class.

The central wilderness location of both the romance and the outlaw tale is the
forest and this chapter opens with a discussion of the movement of the English
environmental imagination from the wetlands, so dominant in the first three chapters of
my study, to the woodlands due to the population explosion that occurred between the
Norman Conquest and the outbreak of the Black Death in 1348, which drove a need for
arable land, resulting in whole-sale drainage projects across England. As the terrain that
had captured the imagination of earlier writers faded, later medieval authors turned to the

forest as the wilderness location of the Other. Even though, according to Oliver Rackham

3> These texts are A Gest of Robyn Hood, Robin Hood and the Monk, Robin Hood and Guy of Gisborne and
Robin Hood and the Potter.
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in Woodlands, very little actual woodland remained, *° the ecological imperialism of the
Normans ensured that these areas continued to be viewed by the disenfranchised
commoner as foreign and strange. As a counterpoint to the outlaw tales of Robin Hood, I
offer an overview of the forest as depicted in the romance, which has been much
discussed by scholars, especially Corinne Saunders®’ and Robert Pogue Harrison.”® As
Erich Auerbach declares, the romance is a study in literary self-affirmation;>
correspondingly, the forest of romance provides the location for the knight to challenge
himself outside of battle and tournaments. Generally reflecting an internal, psychological
triumph, the knight’s success in his trials in the wilderness affirms not only his position
as a knight, but also the entire structure of feudalism.

I assert that the Rhymes of Robin Hood, however, serve as a counterpoint to the
ideology represented in the romance. These early texts have received very little
discussion as works of literature, but instead have been investigated for their ability to
illuminate fourteenth-century history. Maurice Keen,* R. H. Hilton®' and P. R. Coss® all
see them as the authentic voice of the English peasant. While many scholars, including A.
J. Pollard,*® Helen Phillips®* and Lesley Coote,” made a cursory nod to the greenwood
theme of these poems, others, like J. C. Holt,’® attempt to identify accurately the

geography of these texts. No previous attempt has been made, however, to discuss the

3¢ Rackham, Woodlands, 64-5.

> Saunders, The Forest of Medieval Romance.
38 Harrison, Forests.

» Auerbach, “The Knight Sets Forth,” 418.

80 Keen, The Outlaws of Medieval Legend, rev. ed.
%! Hilton, “The Origins of Robin Hood.”

62 Coss, “Aspects of Cultural Diffusion.”

% Pollard, Imagining Robin Hood.

54 Phillips, ““Merry’ and ‘Greenwood’.”

% Coote, “Journeys to the Edge.”

66 Holt, Robin Hood.
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wilderness forest settings of these ballads as a conscious reversal and coopting of the
structure and tropes of the aristocratic romance in order to express an alternate ideology.
This chapter brings my study full circle in that, like the Anglo-Saxon hagiographies
discussed in the first chapter, the outlaws travel into the wilderness and create a home.
The outlaws differ from the saints, however, in that the saint seeks to modify the
landscape through building structures and planting gardens to civilize and convert the
wilderness, but the outlaw becomes a natural aspect of the forest, wearing green, living
outdoors and feasting on abundant game. The idealized wilderness constructed in the
Rhymes of Robin Hood serves as an alternative to the oppressive structures of court and
town and as a refuge against social abuses in medieval England.

While the images of the wilderness in Medieval English literature changed across
time, no matter the political or social situation, the need for a place standing in opposition
to civilization outweighed the facts of the English countryside. Over and over again,
authors constructed wilderness places in medieval England that provided natural
locations for a variety of purposes. Although many writers and ecocritics today consider
the North American continent as the primary contact point between humanity and
wilderness, medieval writers were the first in the English language to imagine the

importance of such interactions.
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Chapter 1: Conversion and the Natural World:

Early Anglo-Saxon Saints and the Wilderness

Unlike areas on the Continent that had remained under Roman control for a
longer period of time and had continued methods of Roman organization even after the
collapse of the empire, Britain had endured Roman withdrawal and the subsequent
invasion of the pagan Anglo-Saxons in the fifth century, which repressed the remnants of
Roman society. Though the Celtic people of Britain remained Christian, scholars
generally believe that they did not attempt to convert the invaders.' Roman Christianity
did not return to England until 597 when Augustine of Canterbury, sent by Gregory the
Great as a missionary to the Anglo-Saxons, arrived at Thanet. Even considering the
expected setbacks and difficulties, Christianization was relatively swift and in a little over
a century, monasteries and churches dotted the island while Bede wrote his narrative of
the conversion, the Ecclesiastical History of the English People, secure in his monastery
at Jarrow. One of the many changes that came with the conversion was a book-based
culture. Christianity, as opposed to the oral paganism of the British Isles, is a religion
especially grounded in written texts. The Bible, theological treatises, commentaries and
hagiographies all contributed to the understanding and spread of the new religion. The
Ecclesiastical History of the English People positioned the Anglo-Saxons as a chosen
people at the end of the world, entering Christian fellowship and fulfilling the evangelical
mission of Acts. As a result of joining the Christian community, the Anglo-Saxons

desired to contribute to the written culture of their new religion. Anglo-Saxon authors

! Tan Wood offers an alternate interpretation of events, asserting that Gregory the Great accuses the Franks,
not the British, of neglect regarding the salvation of their neighbors in his letter to Theuderic and
Theudebert in 596, “Mission of Augustine,” 8.
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wrote Christian poetry, Biblical translations and paraphrases, Biblical commentaries,
hagiographies, homilies, martyrologies and scientific treatises with a decidedly Christian
purpose. While all of these genres contributed greatly to the culture of Anglo-Saxon
England, hagiography especially captured the essence of the unique blend of Celtic and
Roman Christianity that intersected in Britain in the early Middle Ages. Anglo-Saxon
hagiographers added to the body of Christian literature by documenting the lives of
home-grown saints, advocating, as all hagiography does, for their inclusion in the Church
canon as well as England’s addition to the Christian world, while also providing a local
connection for their English audience. In making the new religion their own, these writers
adapted Mediterranean hagiography by creating a more integral connection to the natural
world, an aspect inherited from the Celtic church, and by placing their hagiographical
figures within the real environment of Anglo-Saxon England. In locating their saints in
recognizable landscapes and making the land itself an integral aspect of these figures,
these authors made the new religion familiar for the recently converted audience, an
aspect of these texts that has received little scholarly attention. The early figures of
Athelthryth, Cuthbert, and Guthlac especially, illustrate these elements and helped to

convert the land of Anglo-Saxon England to Christianity.

Mediterranean Hagiography
Before adding their own contributions, Anglo-Saxon writers were influenced by
the Mediterranean heritage of Christianity. Much has been written on the cult of the

saints in late antiquity and the early Middle Ages from the early martyrs, whose passions
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became the basis of hagiography,” to the early ascetic saints who sought a purer form of
Christianity in the face of the weakening standards created by social acceptance.’ This
ascetic model, along with the later bishop saint to be discussed below, was more
influential in early Anglo-Saxon hagiography than the martyr. Early monastics believed
in a renunciation of both “bodily indulgences” as well as “human society”* and from its
inception, Christian monasticism was associated with the wilderness. It first appeared in
the deserts of Egypt in the late third century and swiftly moved to Syria and Palestine.’
While the organized Church was able to keep control of Christianity within the cities and
larger communities, the countryside became the site of these “radical forms,”® and the
term monk, from the Greek monos (alone), signified a person who had withdrawn from
the world to develop spiritually in solitude.” Desert asceticism settled into two forms:
cenobitic, from the Greek koinos or “common,” referring to those who lived in

communities, and the eremetic, from the Greek eremos or “desert,” referring to those who

? Noble and Head, Introduction to Soldiers of Christ, xix-xxi. Martyrs were the first figures recognized as
Christian saints and, therefore, occupy the preeminent position in the hagiographical canon. In the early
days of Christianity, persecution was common and the stories of men and women who died for their beliefs,
such as Polycarp, Justin Martyr, Agnes and Cecilia, inspired and heartened Christians before and after
Constantine’s decree of 313, which legalized the new religion. Communities of all sizes experienced
persecution and came to venerate their own local figures.

* Chadwick, Early Church, 175-76. The Eastern origins of monasticism are obscure, but it may have begun
in imitation of John the Baptist or of Jesus’s time in the desert or even his injunction to the young man in
Matthew 19:21 to renounce all possessions. While early on the isolation necessary for monasticism may
also have been a safeguard against persecution, later it was probably a reaction against softening standards
in the Christian community prompted by Christ’s seemingly no longer imminent return and Christianity’s
legal status. See Lawrence, Medieval Monasticism, 1-2. In the second century, the primitive church had
demanded adherence to a strict form of life that renounced marriage and personal possessions, but these
requirements were relaxed as time passed and as acceptance led to the religion’s being practiced by
“ordinary Christians living in the world,” Chadwick, Early Church, 175-6. Early ascetics sought to separate
themselves from these relaxed standards and to demonstrate a marked disinterest in the things of the world,
much as the early martyrs had sacrificed their lives in exchange for heaven.

* Chadwick, Early Church, 177.

5 Lawrence, Medieval Monasticism, 4.

6 Brown, Rise of Western Christendom, 81.

7 Lawrence, Medieval Monasticism, 1.
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lived alone in the wilderness.® The first known cenobitic community was established by
St. Pachomius c. 320 in the upper Nile valley while Athanasius’s Life of Anthony, written
shortly after Anthony’s death in 356 and translated from Greek into Latin by Evagrius in
374, established the Egyptian saint as the model hermit.’

The Life of Anthony, which documented its subject’s life in the wilderness,
became extremely influential in Western hagiography and, although eremetic asceticism
was rare, Anthony’s tale inspired individuals and writers throughout the Middle Ages. "
Athanasius intended it as a model of monastic idealism—many of the themes and
elements of the Life are present in later works''—and Anthony’s story set the prototype
of the hermit’s life, including fasting, sleep deprivation and bodily mortification as tools
to deny the self as well as revealing the common dangers of despair and mental
breakdown, all in the hope of reestablishing the relationship with God lost in man’s fall."?
An integral aspect of Anthony’s asceticism is his location within the desert of Egypt.
Over the course of many years, Anthony takes a series of steps that move him farther and
farther into the desert. This journey became a hagiographical trope in which the retreat
into the wilderness symbolizes a return to a pre-lapsarian garden as well as a symbol of
spiritual journey and growth.'> Athanasius portrays this choice of location as resulting
from a desire both for greater hardship and for a removal from human company rather
than for a setting that serves as a natural representation of God. One important aspect of

the wilderness as constructed in Athanasius’s text is the idea that it is not an empty space

waiting to be occupied, but instead, the domain of demons, whom Anthony must defeat

8 Lawrence, Medieval Monasticism, 4.

? Lawrence, Medieval Monasticism, 4-5.
10 Lawrence, Medieval Monasticism, 5-11.
H Ramsey, Beginning to Read, 159.

12 Lawrence, Medieval Monasticism, 3.

13 Ramsey, Beginning to Read, 159-61.
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and who are angry about their space being coopted by the saint for a Christian purpose
(13). While several episodes in Athanasius’s Life require the assertion that the desert is
very dry, there is a notable dearth of descriptions of Anthony’s various settings. Only the
Inner Mountain, Anthony’s final location, is afforded a brief depiction (49). While
Athanasius may not have required an account of the desert for his original audience, the
resulting effect is an emphasis upon Anthony’s struggles rather than any details of his
location. Nevertheless, the Life of Anthony provided later hagiographers an archetypal
setting that was not so specific that it could not be used for other purposes, even by
hagiographers in the vastly different land of Anglo-Saxon England.

As Christianity’s role in society changed, the nature of its saints and their life
stories continued to fluctuate and by the third century, hagiography was serving an even
greater didactic purpose for the common person as confessors and teachers and later
bishops and church officials were canonized and memorialized in hagiographies.'* One
important exemplar of the bishop saint was Martin of Tours (d. 397), whose
hagiographer, Sulpicius Severus, was a “zealous publicist” who sought to prove that Gaul
could produce a saint on par with the Eastern hermits'> and whose biography of Martin
(c. 403) became the most influential hagiographical work in the West.'® A former Roman
soldier who left the army for a religious life, Martin began as an ascetic, later becoming a
bishop after his reputation spread. In Sulpicius’s Life, Martin appears as a pastor who
maintains his connection to asceticism but actively serves his flock while fighting
paganism in the countryside, an inspiring soldier-saint. Although Sulpicius is not

concerned with creating vivid natural settings, he does describe Martin’s hermitage

4 Noble and Head, Introduction to Soldiers of Christ, XxVi.
15 Chadwick, Early Church, 182.
' Noble and Head, Introduction to Soldiers of Christ, XxVi.
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outside of Tours (X) and maintains the idea of the wilderness as the location of the
demonic in the episode of the woodsman gored by the ox’s horn (XXI). Martin’s battle
against paganism is manifested most dramatically in the narrative of the pagan tree. After
allowing Martin to destroy a pagan shrine, the country people balk at his desire to cut
down a sacred tree unless Martin agrees to stand where the tree will crush him as it falls.
At the last minute, the tree changes direction, saving Martin and impressing the people,
thereby creating a wholesale conversion (XIII). This particular incident displays an
attitude towards the natural world in general, and the countryside and its inhabitants in
particular, as the location of paganism that needs to be defeated or overcome rather than
transformed or incorporated into Christianity.

These two examples, and many others,'” were influential in the development of
hagiography and its familiar tropes and motifs, including those concerning the
wilderness. Part of the purpose of a hagiography is to advocate for sainthood for the local
figure on a larger stage,'® while also providing instruction and a “template of Christian
virtue” for its audience."”” While there do exist artistic or literary vitae designed for
private contemplation,” generally the tale of a saint’s life would be read on the saint’s
feast day and, for it to be effective, it would need to be accessible to the common people.
Later hagiographers often followed the established motifs of early hagiographies,
sometimes copying complete passages verbatim, in order to place their subjects within a

larger Christian context, aligning their subject with an already accepted figure of

'7 Other important early influences on hagiography include the Lives of the Desert Fathers, Palladius’s
Lausiac History and Gregory the Great’s Dialogues which includes a life of Benedict of Nursia.

'8 Noble and Head, Introduction to Soldiers of Christ, xvii.

' Noble and Head, Introduction to Soldiers of Christ, xviii.

20 Hill, “Imago Dei,” 37.
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Christianity.”' The Lives of Anthony and Martin were particularly influential and
established an early guide to the wilderness trope for hagiographers, even those in
England.

Although Anglo-Saxon writers developed their own unique use of the wilderness
that suited both their culture and location, their hagiographies are not without traditional
depictions of the natural world. The models of sainthood that influenced the Anglo-Saxon
converts were not devoid of a relationship with nature. Anthony’s life in the desert is
integral to his message of simplicity and Martin’s efforts to eradicate paganism in the
countryside underscore his accomplishments as bishop, but in these texts, the natural
environment serves as either a hardship to be overcome through self-sacrifice, a symbol
of pagan worship, or even a representation of a threatening natural world subdued
through God’s holy men, as in the famous tale of Jerome and the lion. Many early Anglo-
Saxon hagiographies follow similar patterns. In the Ecclesiastical History, Bede relates
an incident, witnessed by his tutor Trumbert, of Chad’s habit of praying for mercy on
behalf of the people during any violent storm. When questioned Chad replied, “Mouet
enim aera Dominus, ventos excitat, iaculatur fulgora, de caelo intonat, ut terrigenas ad
timendum se suscitet, ut corda eorum in memoriam futuri iudicii reuocet” (IV.iii; “For
the Lord moves the air, raises the winds, hurls the lightnings, and thunders forth from
heaven so as to rouse the inhabitants of the world to fear Him, to call them to remember
the future judgment”).?? Here, the natural world serves as a violent reminder of sin and
man’s fallen state, and Chad, as a man perfected through Christianity, holds some power

over it. Another example that illustrates a Roman model occurs in Stephen of Ripon’s

! Noble and Head, Introduction to Soldiers of Christ, xviii.
2 Bede, Ecclesiastical History, trans. by Colgrave, 343.
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Life of Wilfrid. When shipwrecked on the coast of the South Saxons, Wilfrid’s party is
attacked by pagans but with God’s help they are able to fend off the attackers until
Wilfrid’s prayers cause the tide to rise earlier than usual, allowing the party to cast off
and escape the pagans (XIII). The use of the natural world here displays the saint as a
figure who has regained Adam’s dominion over nature through his personal holiness.”
Many other examples exist, but these two serve to show that the views of nature’s role in
Christianity brought by the Roman mission were not displaced in Anglo-Saxon England,
but rather existed alongside other images that show nature as an integral part of a saint’s

holiness rather than subservient to it.

Celtic Influences

While these traditional hagiographies came to the Anglo-Saxons through the
Roman mission, Celtic Christianity, which maintained a stronghold in the northern
reaches of the island, had developed its own traditions that influenced the depiction of the
natural world in Anglo-Saxon texts. As England’s position at the edge of the world, far
removed from the Mediterranean, isolated Anglo-Saxon Christianity from the heretical
controversies of the classical heritage,”* Anglo-Saxon hagiographers were free to focus
upon a more basic good vs. evil dichotomy,* which found clear expression in the

wilderness setting of these works.*® Possibly related to the influence of Sulpicius’s

» Neville’s study of nature in Old English poetry asserts that the Anglo-Saxons often depicted the natural
world as a force that moves independently of God except when he chooses to act against it either himself or
through his chosen men and women. Neville, Representations, 172-4.

** Hunter Blair, World of Bede, 275.

3 Hunter Blair, World of Bede, 275-76.

%1t is not clear how monasticism came to Ireland, but when St. Patrick (d. 461) conducted his mission,
asceticism was already being practiced. While Patrick brought a Roman form of organization, without a
Roman social structure, since Ireland had never been a Roman province, it soon withered, and a more
independent tradition developed. See Lawrence, Medieval Monasticism, 44-47.



33

depiction of Martin, semi-eremetical communities became the standard in Celtic
Christianity. Most establishments contained one or two anchorites who lived separated
from the larger group and it was not unusual for a figure to move back and forth between
the active and the contemplative states, with the hermit being accorded a higher status
than the cenobitic monk.?” As a minority, Christians in Britain and Ireland may have
wished to emphasize the “moral purity of the few,” leading to a rather severe form of
asceticism.”® Celtic hagiographies, including the lives of Columbanus,” the wandering
missionary who founded the Abbeys of Luxeuil and Bobbio, Colman mac Duagh,30 a
cave-dwelling hermit and Kevin of Glendalough,' who lived the life of a wild man in the
wilderness, emphasize this severity and provided models of extreme physical
mortification, > including submersion in icy water, extended time in the crossfigill
position,* extreme fasting and sleeping on rocks. This severity, though, is tempered by
engaging stories involving animals and by an inherent love of the natural world.
According to Michelle Brown, the distinctive feature of Celtic Christianity is an
“appreciation of humanity’s place within the natural order” as well as an attendant need
to live in peace with the natural world.>* It is a viewpoint in which man, animal,
environment and spirit are all intertwined®” and is rooted in animistic paganism, where

every manifestation of nature held divinity.*® It is the opposite of an anthropocentric view

2 Lawrence, Medieval Monasticism, 44-45.

8 Brown, Rise of Western Christiandom, 127-8.

2% Jonas Bobbiensis, Vitae Columbani.

3% Carew, An Ecclesiastical History of Ireland, 434.

3 Vita Sancti Coemgeni.

32 Lawrence, Medieval Monasticism, 46.

33 The crossfigill position, common in Irish hagiography, requires outstretched arms, similar to a cross, but
also carries a sense of waiting, or “vigil.” See Malone, “Vicissitudes of Vigil,” 354.
34 Brown, How Christianity Came, 97.

3% Sorrell, “Praying to God,” 18.

3¢ Sorrell, “Praying to God,” 18
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of the creation in which man has dominion over the animals. Instead, the Celtic Christian
took a view of integration and not domination. For early Irish poets, the natural world
could reflect the joy of spirituality.’” The poem, “Colum Cille in Exile,” illustrates this
amalgamation:

Mellach lem bith i n-ucht ailium
for beind cairrge,

co n-aicind and ar a menci

féth na fairrge.

Co n-aicind a tonda troma
uas ler lethan,

amail canait cedl dia n-Athair
for sedl co bethad.

Co n-aicind a tracht réid rindglan,
ni dal dubai,

co cloisind, guth na n-én n-ingnad,
sedl co subai.

Co cloisind torm na tond tana
forsna cairrge,

co cloisind, nuall ri taeb reilcci,
flam na fairrge. . . .

Co robennachainn in coimdid
conic huile,

nem co muintir graid co nglaine,
tir, traig, tuile.

Co roscrutainn 6en na lebar,
maith dom anmain,

sel for sléchtain ar nem n-inmain,
sel for salmaib. . . .

Sel ic buain duilisc do charraic,

sel ic aclaid,

sel ic tabairt bid do bochtaib,

sel i1 ccarcair. (Stanzas 1-4, 8-9, 11)

(“It seems to me delightful on the breast of an island
at the peak of a crag

37 Neville, Representations, 37.
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so that I may see the multiple
face of the ocean,

That I may see its heavy waves
above the broad sea

as they sing music to their Father
on their earthly course;

That I may see its smooth shore, clear points of land,
no gloomy meetings;

that I may hear the voice of wonderful birds,

a joyous strain;

That [ may hear the roaring of breaking waves
on the rocks;

that I may hear the cry beside the church,

the sound of the sea. . . .

That I may bless the Lord

Who rules over all,

heaven with its company of orders in purity,
land, shore and flood;

That I might study one of the books,

good for the soul;

at times kneeling for dear heaven;

at times at psalms. . . .

At times gathering seaweed from the rocks;

at times fishing;

at times giving food to the poor;

at times in my cell.”)’®
This poem displays a merger between the natural world and the hallmarks of monastic
life. It mirrors a blending of a personal relationship with God with a personal relationship

with nature and the synergistic ways in which the Celts adapted their love of nature to

their religion produced a unique contribution to Christian thought.™

3% «“Colum Cille in Exile,” trans. by Lehmann, 38-39.
¥ Brown, How Christianity Came, 97.
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The peregrinatio, or pilgrimage, also brought the Celtic saint into contact with the
natural world and influenced its depiction in Celtic hagiographies.*’ Having long endured
a separation from Rome, the Celts who sought monastic life did not feel bound by the
strictures of Roman bureaucracy and organized coenobitic monasticism.*' Instead, early
Celtic saints felt free to wander, believing that self-exile was the ultimate in self-denial.**
The life of Saint Columba (d. 597), the Colum Cille of the poem above, whose
peregrinatio led him to establish the Irish monastery of Iona in present-day Scotland,
provides a small sample of adventures in the wilderness. He rescued a heron, experienced
what has been speculated to be the first recorded encounter with the Loch Ness Monster,
and was victorious in a sailing contest against a Pictish Druid. Following Columba’s
example, during the Northumbrian reign of Oswald, St. Aidan (d. 651) came from Iona
and established his monastery at Lindisfarne. In the seventh century, England, therefore,
was under active evangelization from two fronts: the wandering Celtic missionaries in the
north and the Roman priests in the south, which led to a “creative fusion of continental
and Irish ideals.”* Bede’s Northumbria was where the “splendid ambition of Rome . . .
met the quiet evangelism of the Hibernian Church and combined to form an

extraordinarily vibrant Christian culture.”**

Anglo-Saxon Hagiography
These influences combined to make Anglo-Saxon Christianity unique and to

allow an opportunity for nature to be an important aspect of it. As Lucy Menzies

*" Noble and Head, Introduction to Soldiers of Christ, xxx.
4 Duckett, Wandering Saints, 24.

“2 Duckett, Wandering Saints, 24.

*> Noble and Head, Introduction to Soldiers of Christ, xxxiii.
* Merrills, History and Geography, 229.
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articulates, “a new faith always begins by adapting itself where it can to the rites and
practices of the old,”** and Gregory the Great’s program of conversion, as described by
Bede in Book I of the Ecclesiastical History, details the process that allowed the Anglo-
Saxons to develop a uniquely English Church that fused Roman and Celtic culture,
notably in its unique view of the natural world within a Christian lens.*® The centerpiece
of Bede’s famous tale of the Northumbrian conversion of Edwin’s court is the metaphor
of the sparrow, in which human life is likened to a bird’s flight through a hall in winter
(H.xiii).47 The thane who uses this metaphor states that it displays the uncertainty, for the
pagan, of what comes before and after death. The successful use of the sparrow metaphor
at such an important juncture expresses an Anglo-Saxon assurance in nature’s
representation of an entity greater than man’s own understanding as well as the
importance of the natural world to the Anglo-Saxon mentality.

One method that Anglo-Saxon writers employed in making the new religion
tangible for the new converts was by locating religious figures in very real places and
landscapes of England, while also making these places a vital aspect of the saint’s
character and mission. In Writing for an Endangered World: Literature, Culture, and the
Environment in the U. S. and Beyond, Lawrence Buell discusses the importance of the

“thereness” that is key to the environmental unconscious. All events that happen to

45 Menzies, Saint Columba, 84.

¢ Bede records several letters written by Gregory the Great to the Roman missionaries in England.
Gregory, a wise and practical man who had spent time as a Roman bureaucrat before joining the religious
life, understood that it would take a gentle, guiding hand to convert the Anglo-Saxons. In his letter and
responses to Augustine, Gregory urges tolerance and patience, and orders that the heathen idols of the
people be destroyed, but not the shrines, which are to be cleansed with holy water and remade as places of
Christian worship in order to help make the new religion more palatable. These ideas of Gregory’s were not
mere methods of appeasement, but part of a well-thought-out philosophy. Gregory states that he has come
to these conclusions only after careful thought (I.xxx). The letters that Bede records display a certain
amount of tolerance of ideas and practices, as long as orthodoxy is maintained.

7 Toswell discusses this metaphor at further length, examining the Christian significance of the sparrow.
Toswell, “Bede’s Sparrow.”
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human beings occur while their bodies are situated within a specific location*® and the
meaning ascribed to any specific place is integral to understanding the emotional
connection to it.* Buell describes several ways in which “place-connectedness” is
achieved. While a connection can be established through imagination, such as an unseen
homeland, or a dynamic viewpoint across time, most forms of meaning are accomplished
through an intimate, physical connection. Buell asserts that this place-connectedness is a
universal need of humankind.”® John M. Howe adds that place meaning, such as that
described by Buell, cannot occur within a vacuum, implying that human willingness is
required to both accept and perpetuate the meaning ascribed to the place.”’ In addition,
Alfred K. Siewers asserts that environmental meaning results from the practice and
performance of this relationship.’ 2 Anglo-Saxon hagiography demonstrates a desire to
connect England with the larger Christian world by documenting holy figures from the
homeplace; additionally, many early hagiographical texts are highly specific regarding
locations and environmental features. These topographies simultaneously make England
real to an outside audience, while also giving an Anglo-Saxon audience a stronger
connection to their new religion through their local environment.

Anglo-Saxon hagiography extends beyond the symbolic, as with Bede’s sparrow,
to create a unique blending between the natural world and the saint’s holiness, often
through some physical aspect of the saint. Bede’s reports of miracles associated with
Oswald (d. 642) illustrate this sophisticated union most clearly in which an element of the

natural world combines with a relic associated with the hagiographic figure. Scholars

* Buell, Writing for an Endangered World, 55.

* Buell, Writing for an Endangered World, 56.

%% Buell, Writing for an Endangered World, 64-73.
31 Howe,“Conversion,” 69.

32 Siewers, “Orthodoxy and Ecopoetics,” 249.
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have long noted that the scene in which Oswald erects a cross before the battle of
Heavenfield holds many parallels with Eusebius’s tale of Constantine’s use of the Chi-
Rho symbol before the battle of Milvian Bridge, but Oswald, who had spent many years
in exile in Dalriada, where he had been converted, is also strongly associated with Celtic
Christianity and its influence in the north of England, due to his establishment of Aidan at
Lindisfarne. The fact that the cross Oswald erected with his own hands becomes an
important relic and source of miraculous cures is typical of hagiography. Items closely
associated with a saint often become imbued with the saint’s holiness and are capable of
transferring the saint’s miraculous powers. Here, though, the process moves one step
further from the saint’s relic and into the natural world when many years later, in Bede’s
own time, Bothelm, a monk at Hexham, has a fractured arm cured not by the cross, or a
piece thereof, but by the moss that grows on it (IIl.i1). This process represents a
sophisticated adaptation of the pre-Christian belief that elements of nature contain a form
of divinity replaced by a more orthodox idea that elements of nature can be imbued with
a saint’s holiness.

The ability of a holy figure to transfer sanctity to the natural world becomes more
explicit and begins the process of linking Christianity to specific places in England in
Bede’s discussion of other miracles attributed to Oswald posthumously, an idea not
examined thus far in scholarly study. Bede tells of Oswald’s death in battle at Maserfelth
against the pagan Mercians led by Penda (IIL.ix and III.xii) and relates “quod etiam inter
uerba orationis uitam finierit; namque cum armis et hostibus circumseptus iamiamque
uideret se esse perimendum, orauit pro animabus exercitus sui”’ (III.xii; “ that he died

with a prayer on his lips. When he was beset by the weapons of his enemies and saw that



40

he was about to perish he prayed for the souls of his army”).>® The sanctity of such a holy
man manifested itself in the cross mentioned above and at his tomb, as is to be expected,
but more interestingly, even the blood-soaked earth where he fell became linked to his
Christian martyrdom and holiness. The grass at the spot grew greener and appeared more
beautiful than the rest of the field (II1.x) and the dirt quickly became associated with
miracles. Bede relates that both people and animals were cured there and that, by the time
of his writing, enough dirt had been removed from the spot to leave a pit as deep as a
man’s height (IILix).>* Similar to the moss, there is a transfer of miraculous power into an
element of the natural world. In this instance, though, the dirt literally soaks in the
sanctity in its absorption of Oswald’s blood™ in a collapse of the boundary between dead
earth and living body, which creates a hybrid element, both human and inhuman, living
and dead, that transcends either form in its possession of miraculous powers.’® Oswald’s
connection to the moss-covered cross and the dirt from the battlefield creates another
level of meaning in that these elements link the saint and his holiness to a real place
outside of his tomb or the location of his relics. While shrines and relics are an important
aspect of the cult of the saints as they provide a physical link to the spiritual world, in
Oswald’s case, the dirt provides an additional physical connection to the saint while at

the same time connecting Oswald to a very specific, physical site, one that Bede’s

33 Bede, Ecclesiastical History, trans by Colgrave, 251.

>* Similarly, Bede relates that the dirt from the spot where Haedde, bishop of the West Saxons, died was
capable of miracles and had also been pilfered, creating a large hole (V.xviii). Haedde’s tale is told less
dramatically than Oswald’s and his means of death is not given, though one may assume that he did not die
in battle, which would remove the element of a physical transference of holiness through the blood into the
earth. Also, Oswald’s life occurs earlier in the Ecclesiastical History and Bede positions him as a savior of
Northumbria, making him a more important figure in the uncertain, early days of the conversion, increasing
his importance, for this study, in the connection between conversion and place.

> This appears to be a variant of a more common phenomenon whereby sanctity is transferred to the dirt
that receives the water used in the preparation of a saint’s relics. Miracles through such means are
attributed to Cuthbert, Wilfrid, Athelthryth and Oswald.

5 For an ecocritical discussion on dirt see Mentz, “Brown,” 193-202.
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contemporaries knew well. Oswald’s death transforms the location from an abstract spot
in a field into a meaningful place within the context of Christian conversion: the sight of
a martyred king fighting against a pagan army.

While at its most basic level religious conversion is a “reorientation” of an
individual’s soul, wholesale conversion also requires a “reinterpretation of geography

itself.””’

Many physical modifications of the Anglo-Saxon countryside, designed to
reinterpret it for Christianity, remain today: churches, monasteries and towering stone
crosses. Shrines as well served in Anglo-Saxon England, as they did elsewhere, to create
a “Christian topography of sacred places.”58 As Gregory the Great had foreseen, many
sites important to the pagan Anglo-Saxons probably became associated with Christian
figures, as reflected in the numerous wells and springs that later bore the names of
various saints. Part of the conversion to Christianity, then, was a modification of the
countryside. Hagiography, likewise, participated in this modification of the terrain. As
with Bede’s description of the site of Oswald’s death, the location of a holy site within
reach of the Anglo-Saxons was an important aspect of their connection to the new
religion. While early Anglo-Saxon hagiographers did produce lives of saints who had
lived far away in the Mediterranean,” they also sought to add to the church’s family of
sainthood by providing models closer to home that would speak to their own people. As

Peter Hunter Blair has articulated, the impact of a hagiography is significantly increased

when the audience feels close to the figure in both time and location.®” Oswald’s

> Howe, “Conversion,” 63.

*¥ Noble and Head, Introduction to Soldiers of Christ, xxxiii.

%% Bede wrote lives of the martyrs Felix and Anastasius and an unknown monk of Whitby composed a life
of Gregory the Great.

0 Hunter Blair, World of Bede, 276.
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narrative displays how a specific place became a powerful symbol for the new Christians
in England.

While hagiographic figures can be symbols of sanctity removed from the specifics
of time and place, many Anglo-Saxon saints are portrayed as having an intimate
connection to the location of their labors. Bede and others are rather specific about
locations, naming places and giving history a link to the real world of contemporary
Anglo-Saxons. Although the Ecclesiastical History is not a hagiography, and therefore,
serves a different purpose, it contains the earliest known biographies of many Anglo-
Saxon saints, some of whom, like Oswald above, are integral to this discussion. These
semi-hagiographical episodes establish a deep connection between particular saints and
the environmental aspect of their locations, which is heightened by its removal from
civilization. Much like in the more traditional hagiographies, isolation and self-denial
help the saint transcend the human state while providing a myriad of trials. Another
aspect of this removal, which is different from the Mediterranean hagiographies, is the
belief that the wilderness location is more than just a test for the subject, or even a
location far away from the concerns of life, but instead, the optimal location to serve
God.

Cedd’s (d. 664) choice of a monastic site in Northumbria presents the connection
between wilderness and Christian works. After his success in evangelizing the East
Saxons, King Ethelwald of Northumbria offered Cedd land for a Christian establishment
that could also serve as a retreat for the king. For his foundation at Lastingham, “Antistes
elegit sibi locum monasterii construendi in montibus arduis ac remotis, in quibus

latronum magis latibula ac lustra ferarum quam habitacula fuisse uidebantur hominum”
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(ITL.xxiii; “Cedd chose himself a site for the monastery amid some steep and remote hills
which seemed better fitted for the haunts of robbers and the dens of wild beasts than for
human habitation™).®' Though Bede writes in Latin, the Anglo-Saxon idea of the
wilderness, as contained in wild(d)eornes, “of the wild animals,” is evident in this
description of Lastingham in the term lustrum, lustri, “a haunt or den of wild beasts.”®*
Bede additionally equates criminals, whose acts serve to place them outside the
community, with the wild animals, presenting Cedd’s choice of location as a deliberate
desire to create “bona opera” (“good works”) in a place “ubi prius uel bestiae commorari
uel homines bestialiter uiuere consuerant” (I11.xxiii; “where once beasts dwelt or where

men lived after the manner of beasts”).63

Before building at Lastingham, Cedd and one of
his brothers, Cynibil, purified the site with forty days of prayer and fasting, a process that
is common in hagiography, but this narrative illustrates a decidedly different purpose
than the expected exorcising of demons, which are not mentioned at all in this passage.
Rather, Cedd wishes to remove any stain related to the former possessors of the place, the
criminals. While the need to cast demons out of a location does often play a role in early
Anglo-Saxon hagiography, this episode emphasizes the need to claim the wilderness from
more tangible forces, an adaptation of Anthony’s struggle with the demons in the desert
that also incorporates the distinctive Anglo-Saxon sense of the wilderness as a place
beyond civilization and held by beasts or, in this case, those who are beast-like. In
addition, Cedd’s choice of location displays a deliberate desire to place his monastery

away from other human habitation and civilization. While these acts serve to transform

the space into a place suitable for Christian works, the key point is that Bede presents

8! Bede, Ecclesiastical History, trans. by Colgrave, 287.
82 All Latin definitions are taken from Lewis and Short, unless otherwise noted.
% Bede, Ecclesiastical History, trans. by Colgrave, 287.



44

Lastingham’s location away from others as a logical and appropriate place for Christian
works, as well as a real location in England that could be visited by Christians, such as
the king.

In addition to such shorter episodes in the Ecclesiastical History, several of the
earlier hagiographies from Anglo-Saxon England exhibit a more detailed connection to
the environment and will be discussed in greater detail.** Of the earliest known
hagiographical texts,® the ones that focus on Anglo-Saxon saints by and large show an
interest not just in the saint’s relationship with the natural world, but also in the ways that
the saint transforms a desolate and forbidding environment into a home, changing the
meaning that is ascribed to the location, thus transforming a space into a place, to use
Buell’s terminology.®® These works serve both to declare the subject as a saint as well as
to place the saint within a well-known location. Works that display an enhanced sense of
an Anglo-Saxon environmental awareness cluster around three particular figures:
Athelthryth, Cuthbert and Guthlac.

Water environments are especially important in understanding the wilderness
locations of these three saints. Although Cuthbert preaches in the mountains of
Northumbria and Guthlac’s hagiographer Felix frequently references the desert, islands

and coastal wetlands dominate the landscapes of these texts, which is consistent with the

% Throughout the entire period, Anglo-Saxons continued to produce hagiographies of both later figures as
well as those discussed here and the natural world continued to be an important aspect of sanctity. As the
present study focuses on the relationship between the depiction of the wilderness and the audience of the
initial conversion, later works are not considered.

%5 The earliest hagiographies are the Anonymous Life of Cuthbert (698-705), Bede’s verse Life of Cuthbert
(c. 705), Bede’s lives of Felix and Anastasius (700-710), the Anonymous Life of Gregory the Great by a
monk of Whitby (c. 710), Stephen of Ripon’s Life of Wilfrid (710-719), Bede’s prose Life of Cuthbert
(before 721) and Felix’s Life of Guthlac (740’s). See also Love, “Hagiography.”

% Stephen of Ripon’s Life of Wilfrid, briefly mentioned above, displays, when it rarely discusses the natural
world, a more typical relationship in which the saint is presented as holding a type of power over nature.
Considering the strict adherence of both Stephen and Wilfrid to Roman Christianity, it is unlikely that a
more integrative presentation of the natural world would appear in Stephen’s text.
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Anglo-Saxon imagination. Northern Europe had experienced a marine resurgence in the
fifth century, coinciding with the Roman withdrawal, and this rise in sea level affected
Britain as well as the Anglo-Saxon homelands on the Continent. It is even possible that
the loss of land in Germany, Denmark and the Netherlands, where remaining land was
scarce, contributed to the migration of the Anglo-Saxons to Britain.®’ This marine
transgression also created, in essence, a new coastal topography, one that was in
continual fluctuation, adding to the mysteriousness and danger of the coastline.®® The
Anglo-Saxons were a sea-faring people and displayed their strong interest in the
intersection of land and water in ship burials at Sutton Hoo and Snape. This sense of a
permeable boundary made these areas attractive locations for religious sites, pagan and
Christian,*’ and in Northern England, perhaps owing to the Celtic influence, monastic
sites are especially frequent along water features.”® There is a sense that these locations
between solid earth and sprawling ocean function as a mysterious and dynamic setting,
much as the desert does in the hagiographies of the Eastern fathers.”' By incorporating
landscape elements familiar and intriguing, while also mysterious and otherworldly, these
texts not only relate to their audience through the setting, but also intertwine the

psychological and spiritual aspects apparent at the intersection of water and land.

87 Wickham-Crowley, “Living on the Ecg,” 87-89.

5 In some areas of Britain, the coastline moved as much as ten kilometers inland. In the Fenland, always
subject to flooding, the coast moved six kilometers. Rippon, Tranformation, 138-40.

%9 Michelle Brown discusses the attractiveness of water locations for pagan worship in the British Isles as a
liminal space between the human and the spiritual. Brown, How Christianity Came, 17. See also Hooke,
Landscape, 16.

" Wickham-Crowley, “Living on the Ecg,” 91.

" Merrills, History and Geography, 251-52.
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Athelthryth of Ely

Athelthryth of Ely (d. 679) is the earliest figure discussed here in detail. Bede’s
portrayal of the foundation of her monastic house in the Fenland of East Anglia and the
later translation of her uncorrupted body illustrate a hagiographer’s use of realistic
landscape details in the construction of a miracle story designed both to appeal to local
audiences and to advocate for English Christianity on a larger scale. While contained in
his Ecclesiastical History, Bede’s passages on Athelthryth (IV .xix-xx) provide the
earliest account of her life, establishing the validity of the addition of this English figure
into the cult of the saints, one of the main functions of hagiography, while at the same
time emphasizing Athelthryth’s Englishness by placing her firmly within the landscape
of East Anglia. While intended as a historical account, these chapters border upon
encomium in their inclusion of verses written by Bede in honor of the abbess. Although
Athelthryth occupies a small section of the Ecclesiastical History, Bede’s rendering of
her tale serves here to illustrate the balance between the requirements of hagiography and
the desire of Anglo-Saxon writers to create a setting both realistic and spiritual within
England for a variety of audiences.

Bede tells how Athelthryth, the daughter of the East Anglian King Anna,
maintained her virginity through two marriages, first to the ealdorman Tondberht and,
after Tondberht’s death, to King Ecgfrith of Northumbria. After twelve years of marriage
to the king, Athelthryth finally left the union and entered the monastery at Coldingham.
A year later, she founded a double monastery on the Isle of Ely, one of the bedrock
islands in the Fenland of East Anglia. Bede praises her austerity of life, detailing her

fasting, rough clothing, bathing habits and length of prayer as well as her affliction with a
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tumor on her throat. Sixteen years after her death, Athelthryth’s body was translated into
the church at Ely and was found uncorrupted. Bede presents her to the reader as an ideal
example of female sanctity and as “an emblem of the newly Christianized country.” ">

Although there were well-established Christian locations, such as the Holy Land
and Rome, it was still possible to expand Christian sacred space as new frontier areas
were brought within the fold of Christianity.”® Bede’s account of Zthelthryth’s life and
translation in Chapter xix of Book IV includes specific environmental details designed to
locate her firmly within England, providing an English saint for Bede’s local audience,
while also providing specifics regarding the unique features of the East Anglian wetlands
for Bede’s international readers who would have viewed England as located at the edge
of the world, a purpose expressed through his Geographical Introduction, which has long
been held to be aimed at familiarizing an international audience with the terrain of
England before making the case for England’s inclusion in the Christian world. It locates
Britain within the context of the wider Christian community physically, while, at the
same time, giving England a role within the larger history of humanity. L Throughout the
Ecclesiastical History, Bede continues to describe locations for his readers to give them a
sense of the physical settings of his history, which would also appeal to local readers who
would appreciate Bede’s descriptions of a familiar place that they could readily identify
with a figure of their own land. Bede’s description of Ely at the close of Chapter xix
serves this purpose:

Est autem Elge in prouincia Orientalium Anglorum regio familiarum circiter

sexcentarum, in similitudinem insulae uel paludibus, ut diximus, circumdata uel

72 Karkov, “Body of St. Zthelthryth,” 398.
> Howe, “Conversion,” 63.
™ Merrills, History and Geography, 254.
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aquis, unde et a copia anguillarum, quae in eisdem paludibus capiuntur nomen
accepit. (IV xix)

(“Ely is a district of about 600 hides in the kingdom of the East Angles and, as has
already been said, resembles an island in that it is surrounded by marshes or by
water. It derives its name from the large number of eels which are caught in the
marshes.”)”

Bede’s description matches the environmental history of the Fenland at this time. Ely was
founded on one of the bedrock islands that dotted the freshwater peat bogs of the
backfens of East Anglia and archeological evidence and monastic records show that fish
was an important commodity. Bede mentions the abundance of eels as the source of the
name of ZAthelthryth’s monastic house; this small detail adds authenticity to his
description and places Ely within a real setting at the edge of the Christian world, one
that also seems dark and dangerous.

The details of ZAthelthryth’s translation by her sister and successor Seaxburh, also
included in Chapter xix, intertwine the wilderness location with miracles worthy of any
female saint, English or otherwise. As part of the translation, Seaxburh wished to replace
the original wooden coffin with a stone sarcophagus, but, as Bede relates, there was no
stone available, an accurate depiction of Ely’s location within a peat bog. Seaxburh sent
some of the brothers in search of stone. They rowed about the marshes, finally coming to
Grantaccestir, where they miraculously discovered a white marble sarcophagus that was
the exact dimensions required and which symbolized, in its whiteness, the purity of

Zthelthryth’s uncorrupted body and perpetual virginity.”®

" Bede, Ecclesiastical History, trans. by Colgrave, 397.
76 Karkov, “Body of St. Zthelthryth,” 400.
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Miracles aside,”’ this description is an accurate depiction of not just the Fenland
area but also the exact wilderness location required for such a turn of events.
Grantaccestir indicates the original Roman settlement on what is now Castle Hill in
modern-day Cambridge,”® situated along the navigable portion of the Granta, a tributary
of the River Cam. The Dictionary of Old English defines ccester as “a city, town,
especially a walled town” and “specifically of Roman cities, towns and fortifications in
England.” In addition the OED etymology of “chester” shows that ceester derives from
the Latin castra, “camp,” and in Britain is applied to locations of Roman origin.79
Situated along the edge of the peat fens and along the Granta, this site would have been
easily accessible by boat. Due to the marine surge beginning in the fourth century and the
resulting deterioration of the Roman works after the withdrawal, many Roman
settlements were fully or partially covered by water and peat. It is not improbable,
therefore, that such sites would have been a source of repurposed materials. Whether or
not this particular site was flooded, or just closer to the encroaching waterline, Bede uses
the real terrain of the Fenland as a desolate marsh in order to heighten the miraculous
event of the finding of a beautiful marble sarcophagus in a “ciuitatulam ... desolatam”
(IV.xvii, “small deserted fortress”).*" In the Geographical Introduction, Bede positions

Britain as existing at the edge of the world, emphasizing its isolation.®' This imagery,

combined with the desolate nature of Athelthryth’s Ely, works to connect the Christian

7 The true miracle of this story is the perfect suitability of the sarcophagus more so than the finding of it.
™8 Bede, Ecclesiastical History, trans. by Colgrave, 395.

7 All modern English definitions and etymologies are from the Oxford English Dictionary.

% Bede, Ecclesiastical History, trans. by Colgrave, 395.

8! Merrills, History and Geography, 255-57.
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conversion along the edge of the known world with a very specific setting, intertwining
miracle and place.®

Bede’s next chapter campaigns more clearly for Athelthryth as a worthy figure in
Christianity and, due to the intimate connection between miracle and place, for Anglo-
Saxon England as a location of miracles on the same level as already established
Christian holy sites. The majority of the second chapter devoted to ZAthelthryth is
comprised of an original hymn of Bede’s on virginity, written in Athelthryth’s honor, an
ode to female chastity that names several female virgin martyrs from a variety of
locations in the Christian world: Agatha of Sicily, Eulalia of Barcelona, 8 Thecla of
Iconium in Asia Minor, Euphemia of Chalcedon near the Bosporus, and Agnes and
Cecilia of Rome. After telling of these virgins, Bede then declares:

Nostra quoque egregia iam tempora uirgo beauit;

Aedilthryda nitet nostra quoque egregia. (IV.xx)

(“Nor lacks our age its Athelthryth as well;

Its virgin wonderful nor lacks our age.”)84
Bede emphasizes that not only can the miracles of an earlier time occur in his own,® but

also that the Anglo-Saxons can boast of figures with the same Christian fortitude as the

%2 In her discussion of the twelfth-century Liber Eliensis, Blanton-Whetsell examines the architectural
metaphors that link ZAthelthryth’s body and sarcophagus with the Isle of Ely as it is enclosed within the
Fenland, “Tota integra,” 231.

%3 The Eulalia mentioned in this hymn is most likely Eulalia of Barcelona, whom Bede includes in his
Martyrology, and not Eulalia of Mérida whom he does not seem to have known.

% Bede, Ecclesiastical History, trans. by Colgrave, 399. Colgrave’s translation preserves the epanaleptic
form of the verse, which Bede would have known from Sedulius. A clearer translation would be “An
extraordinary virgin has already blessed our age / Our extraordinary Athelthryth shines” (my translation).
85 See McCready, Miracles and the Venerable Bede, 80-81, for a discussion of Bede’s statement on the
validity of contemporary miracles.
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earlier virgin martyrs.® The emphasis on a local place within the previous chapter
becomes an argument for the sanctity of the Anglo-Saxons within the larger Christian
community. In choosing examples from across the Christian world and then adding an
East Anglian woman, Bede clearly wishes to use Athelthryth as a symbol of the Anglo-
Saxons as a fulfillment of the English conversion of both souls and land. In addition, the
previous chapter’s depiction of Athelthryth’s translation into a sarcophagus recovered
from a Roman site links England physically with the Roman past as well as the present in
which Rome serves as the central location of the Church. Through the use of landscape
details, Bede’s depiction of Zthelthryth and her miracles in the wilderness of England
creates a multi-dimensional connection between the Anglo-Saxons and their new

religion.

Cuthbert of Lindisfarne

Cuthbert of Lindisfarne (d. 687) appears to have been the most captivating figure
for early Anglo-Saxon hagiographers, due in no small part to his interaction with wildlife
and his deep understanding of the wilderness of Northumbria. Of the eight earliest works
produced,”’ three were devoted to him. Most likely the first hagiography written in
England was a life of Cuthbert by an anonymous brother of Lindisfarne composed
between 698 and 705. Bede used this Life as a basis for his two subsequent versions, a

verse text from around 705,88 written, according to its preface, for an otherwise unknown

% This emphasis on time echoes a similar passage in the narrative in IV.xvii asserting that the details of
Zthelthryth’s chastity should not be doubted due to Jesus’s promise in Matthew 28:18-20 to be with His
followers until the end of this age.

%7 See Chapter 1, footnote 65.

% The metrical Life is an artistic version of the narrative and can be quite difficult, hence the belief that it
was intended for private contemplation. As such, it would not have served the public purposes of the other
hagiographies discussed here. It essentially mirrors the prose version, though the Besangon manuscript adds
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priest named John embarking upon a journey to Rome, and a prose text written some time
before 721 at the request of the Lindisfarne brotherhood.® Bede’s two longer versions, in
the classical tradition of the opus geminatum, provided the option of a verse text, suitable
for individual contemplation, and a prose text more appropriate for public reading,
perhaps on feast days. While there has been some debate among scholars as to whether
Bede’s prose version was a necessary addition to the other two Lives,”® Bede’s preface
clearly states that he was commissioned to write it by Bishop Eadfrith, who had also
commissioned the Anonymous Life, and that it was approved by the Lindisfarne
brotherhood. Bede’s prose version reorders the events of the Anonymous Life, presenting
a more continuous narrative, designed to display Cuthbert’s progression as a Christian.”!
Whether or not scholars today can know the reason for the commissioning of Bede’s
prose version, it appears that the Lindisfarne brotherhood wanted it. Along these lines,
Lenore Abraham asserts that Bede’s prose Life was not meant to replace the Anonymous
Life, but to function alongside it, as the community at Lindisfarne possessed both
versions.”” This study, therefore, examines both prose texts. The public nature of these
two texts contributes to their purpose within the larger agenda of Anglo-Saxon
hagiography of not only participating in England’s inclusion in the fellowship of

Christianity, but also giving the newly Christian Anglo-Saxons a local model of sanctity,

a tale of pregnant seals refusing to give birth until blessed by Cuthbert. See Lapidge, “Bede’s Metrical Vita
S. Cuthberti.”

% Bede also included a shortened version of Cuthbert’s life in his Ecclesiastical History (731).

% For more on this debate see Berschin, “Opus deliberatum ac perfectum,” and Abraham, “Bede’s Life of
Cuthbert.”

o1 Brown, Companion to Bede, 80-81. Also see Abraham, “Bede’s Life of Cuthbert,” 24, who believes that
these changes are designed to make the hagiography conform to conventions, thus arguing more effectively
for Cuthbert’s sainthood.

92 Abraham, “Bede’s Life of Cuthbert,” 24.
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which, in part, accomplishes this feat by connecting the hagiographical subject to the
very real terrain of Anglo-Saxon England.

Part of Cuthbert’s popularity comes from both his situation within the critical
early days of the conversion as well as his hagiographers’ belief in his representation of
the best of both the Roman and Celtic traditions that intersected most obviously in
northern England,” as demonstrated by both traditional and more integrative images of
the natural world in his Lives. Colgrave lists several traditional influences, including the
Lives of Anthony and Martin as well as Jerome’s Life of Saint Paul the First Hermit>*
Following these sources, the Lives of Cuthbert at times display a traditional image of the
saint’s relationship with the natural world, one in which the hagiographical figure has
achieved dominion over the elements of earth, air, fire and water. Cuthbert grows barley
out of season, calms storms, stops fires and is provided with building materials by the
sea. This image of the perfected man, though, is softened by Celtic influences that require
that the saint have a more respectful relationship with the natural world, one that
expresses an inherent reverence for nature that perhaps derives not just from the influence
of Celtic hagiography, but also from the transitional time during which Cuthbert lived.
He was born only about a decade after the missionary Paulinus first came to Edwin’s

court in Northumbria and an early incident in Cuthbert’s Life as told by Bede displays the

% Cuthbert spent the beginning of his religious life in service at monasteries in the Celtic tradition, but after
the Synod of Whitby (664), which settled various points of contention regarding the dating of Easter,
tonsure and diocesan organization, he conformed to Roman tradition and was part of the resulting reforms
at the Celtic monastery of Lindisfarne. The details of his prose hagiographies show both Celtic
characteristics in his asceticism and missionary activity, as well as Roman qualities in his role as bishop
and his arrangement of the Lindisfarne community. With elements of both traditions seemingly harmonized
in one individual, Cuthbert’s Lives display the intersection of the Roman and Celtic in Northumbria and his
popularity attests to the need for a figure that could bring together previously contentious traditions.

** Colgrave, Two Lives, 310. Jerome’s Life of Paul the First Hermit presents a saint more closely connected
with animals than Athanasius’s depiction of Anthony, but the animals appear to serve Paul rather than
commune with him and there is an element of the fantastical in that, in one version, Paul encounters both a
centaur and a satyr.
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uncertainty of the time. A group of monks bringing wood down the River Tyne suddenly
found themselves in jeopardy due to a storm. The common people upon the river bank
jeered at the monks, hoping for their destruction: “Qui et ueteres culturas hominibus
tulere, et nouas qualiter obseruare debeant nemo nouit” (III; “For they have robbed men
of their old ways of worship, and how the new worship is to be conducted, nobody
knows™),” displaying not just anger at the loss of the old ways, but also confusion at such
a change.”® This episode illustrates the fluctuating religious climate during Cuthbert’s
lifetime. Paganism was, if not still practiced, at least a not so distant memory and it is
easy to see that vestiges of the old pagan religion were transformed and included in the
wildlife stories of Celtic hagiography as in the various incidents in Cuthbert’s Lives that
show his relationship with animals. These tales are a beloved aspect of his life and are an
integral feature of his character and include Cuthbert’s horse finding a loaf of bread in a
thatched roof, an eagle providing a large fish for Cuthbert and an attendant, otters’’
drying Cuthbert after he prays in the ocean and a raven bringing him a present of pig’s
lard after being chastised by for taking thatch for a nest.”® The details of these tales go
beyond a display of Cuthbert’s dominion over the animal world, as found in conventional
tropes, in that they illustrate Cuthbert’s love and respect towards God’s creatures. He
shares the bread with his horse’ and makes sure that the eagle receives half of the large

fish. The charming episode of the otters ends with Cuthbert blessing the animals, which

%> Bede, Prose Life, trans. by Colgrave, 165.

% Bequette believes that these common people were baptized Christians who had reverted to paganism
possibly because of a lack of proper instruction in the new religion, a problem common during this time,
“Monasticism, Evangelization and Eloquence,” 336.

7 The Anonymous Life calls them “duo pusilla animalia maritima™ (ILiii; “two little sea animals”), trans. by
Colgrave, 81.

% It is worth noting that these animal tales do not appear in Bede’s version in the Ecclesiastical History,
attesting to the more historical purpose of that text.

% Bede provides this detail in the Prose Life, but it is omitted in the Anonymous Life.
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implies divine approval of the creatures and an acknowledgement of respect for the
natural world. Likewise, the incident with the raven, in which the bird asks for and
receives forgiveness, displays a mutual respect between God’s created world and God’s
saint. The Anonymous Life, whose author was most likely more closely connected to the
Celtic tradition, especially shows the animals as cooperative helpers with their own
personalities and needs.'® Cuthbert’s interaction with animals reveals the Celtic penchant
for the natural world, as inherited from Celtic paganism, which helped to make the new
religion appealing to the common people.

Cuthbert’s connection to the wilderness of Northumbria, though, is the most
significant aspect of his appeal as an important figure in the conversion of the Anglo-
Saxons. In both the active and the contemplative aspects of Cuthbert’s life, the isolated
landscape of northern England serves not as a trial for the saint, though it might be for
others, but as the appropriate location of his activities. Following the model of
Sulpicius’s Life of Martin, Cuthbert’s portrayal shows him in many roles: active bishop,
evangelical priest, brother and hermit. While there are miracles detailed showing him in
these various roles, such as the incident where he entertains an angel as the guest-master
at Ripon or when he advises Queen Iurminburg at Carlisle,'"! more frequently, Cuthbert’s
hagiographers depict him as a solitary figure either in the Northumbrian wilderness or at

his hermitage on Farne Island.

100 Cavill, “Some Dynamics,” 5.

1% Both the Anonymous Life and the Prose Life report that Cuthbert’s vision of King Ecgfrith’s death takes
place at the Roman fountain in Carlisle, another instance of using a recognizable and real setting in the
hagiographies.
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Cuthbert’s life and ministry fell early in the conversion and in his Lives he
tirelessly worked to minister to those living in the isolated areas of Northumbria.'® The
Anonymous Life and the Prose Life both depict Cuthbert, during his active period,
journeying through the wilderness of northern England. The Anonymous Life locates the
episode with the eagle and the fish along the Teviot River, a tributary of the Tweed and

. - 103
“inter montana” (IL.v; “among the mountains”).

In the next chapter when Cuthbert has
a vision of the devil, the anonymous monk tells the reader that this episode occurs during
the same trip as the eagle miracle, “eo tempore ibi” (II.vi; “at that time there”),m4 but he
again states that Cuthbert is working among the mountains, reiterating Cuthbert’s
location during these ministerial excursions as outside the civilized world of the
monastery. In the Prose Life, Bede further emphasizes the remote nature of the places
visited by Cuthbert in the chapter where he heals a dying youth, saying that Cuthbert was
preaching in “montana et agrestia loca” (XXXII; “the mountainous and wild regions”).'”
These short phrases serve the purpose of both giving the reader a location within the
geography of England, while at the same time making it arduous enough to highlight
Cuthbert’s commitment to the people scattered across the countryside.

More specific locations and details develop the idea of Cuthbert’s mission in the
wilderness. The episode in which his horse finds a warm loaf of bread and meat in the

thatch of a hut occurs at the end of a long winter’s day of travel, during which, according

to Bede, Cuthbert had refused sustenance due to its being a fast day. Consequently, he,

192 Bequette sees Cuthbert’s evangelizing missions as connected to the depiction of the back-sliding
Christians in the near-disaster along the Tyne. He views Cuthbert’s ministering to the common people
scattered throughout Northumbria as manifesting a desire to rectify a lack of proper instruction. Bequette,
“Monasticism, Evangelization, and Eloquence,” 337.

19 4nonymous Life, trans. by Colgrave, 85.

%% Anonymous Life, trans. by Colgrave, 87.

195 Bede, Prose Life, trans. by Colgrave, 257.
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along with the horse, found himself at evening seeking shelter in a deserted seasonal hut.
Both Bede and the anonymous monk emphasize that the hut used by Cuthbert on this
night is intended for occupation during the spring and summer grazing periods, reflecting
the pattern of transhumance common in this area of Britain. This particular location
would have served for seasonal pasturage in the spring and summer, with a minimal
number of herdsmen, but would be deserted in the winter. The Anonymous Life even
names the location as Kuncacester,'® known today as Chester-le-Street. The dearth of
burial sites from the time period shows that this area of Northumbria was sparsely
populated until later in the Anglo-Saxon period107 and the Vita Sancti Oswaldi by
Reginald of Durham, although not written until the eleventh century,describes the area as
“silvestrium animalium spelunca” (I; the den of wild animals),'”® again displaying the
sense of Anglo-Saxon wild(d)eornes in describing the area outside civilization as the land
of animals rather than humans. Certainly, Cuthbert was not there to minister to the wild
animals, though. There would have been small farms and settlements scattered
throughout the area, and although some of the episodes of both authors tell of Cuthbert
stopping at various isolated homesteads, both authors construct Northumbria as a trying
wilderness, at least outside the protection of its monasteries and royal centers. Bede, who
makes more of an effort to connect the episodes of Cuthbert’s life to Biblical parallel,
references Elijah at the close of the miracle of the hidden loaf. Elijah, of course, is one of
the main figures in the Christian tradition associated with the wilderness. The effect is

such that even though the countryside of Northumbria is not completely devoid of human

1% Colgrave asserts that the manuscript reading is Kuncacester despite a Bollandist mistake that led to the
belief that the Anonymous Life indicates Lanchester as the site of this miracle. Colgrave Two Lives, 314.
107 Colgrave, Two Lives, 314.

1% My translation.
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habitation, Cuthbert’s presence there is one of a lone figure serving God in the
wilderness, which connects him to a larger Christian tradition, both placing him on par
with other Christian figures and providing Anglo-Saxons with their own model of
sanctity that is interconnected with the world around them.

Bede succinctly connects Cuthbert’s travels into the wilderness to his ministry
and personal saintliness at the close of Chapter IX,'” implying that Cuthbert’s journeys
are not designed as a trial for his fortitude, as is often expected in hagiography, but an
integral aspect of his Christian service to others:

Solebat autem ea maxime loca peragrare, illis predicare in uiculis, qui in arduis

asperisque montibus procul positi aliis hor/rori erant ad uisendum, et paupertate

pariter ac rusticitate sua doctorum prohibebant accessum. Quos tamen ille pio
libenter mancipatus labori, tanta doctrinae excolebat industria, ut de monasterio
egrediens, sepe ebdomada integra, aliquando duabus uel tribus, nonnunquam
etiam mense pleno domum non rediret, sed demoratus in montanis plebem

rusticam uerbo predicationis simul et exemplo uirtutis ad coelestia uocaret. (IX)

(“Now he was wont to penetrate those parts especially and to preach in those

villages that were far away on steep and rugged mountains, which others dreaded

to visit and whose poverty as well as ignorance prevented teachers from
approaching them. And giving himself up gladly to this pious labor, he attended
to their instruction with such industry, that, leaving the monastery, he would often
not return home for a whole week, sometimes even for two or three weeks, and

even occasionally for a full month; but he would tarry in the mountains,

1% Bede later uses this passage almost verbatim in IV.xxvii of the Ecclesiastical History.
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summoning the rustics to heavenly things by the words of his preaching as well as
by the example of his virtue.”)''?

Bede presents the wilderness of Northumbria as the appropriate place for a priest to serve
God by guiding the common people isolated from organized Christianity. Although not
expressly stated, there is an implication that these simple rustics are coeval with the wild
animals normally associated with the wilderness. Furthermore, the difficulty and
necessity of this work is emphasized by the lack of others willing to do it. In general,
Northumbria appears as a wilderness, foreign and terrifying to the average monk who
views the monastery as his home. Even though they are fellow Northumbrians, the people
outside the monastery are alien and frightening. It is an unsettling world, dangerous to the
new Christians in its seeming ignorance and nonconformity and few willingly go into it.
This fear of the wilderness recalls the incident of the monks in danger on the Tyne from
Cuthbert’s youth, when the common people refused to pray for their safety, partly due to
their own ignorance regarding the new religion. Cuthbert, though, has a different
relationship with the countryside. He may view the monastery as his home, but, unlike
his brothers, he appears equally as comfortable in the wilderness, and the wilderness is
likewise welcoming to him. In comparing Cuthbert to Elijah in Chapter IX, Bede further
states that Cuthbert had no concerns for food in his journeys, as God would provide for
the saint as he had for the prophet, and that the people, so daunting to the other monks,
were always honest and open with Cuthbert. Using this and other passages, the two Lives
construct Northumbria as a dangerous and trying wilderness for the average Christian,
but for Cuthbert, this wilderness is a safe and welcoming place where he can accomplish

God’s work of converting the rustics and by extension, the wilderness, to Christianity.

"9 Bede, Prose Life, trans. by Colgrave, 187.
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Another important wilderness location in Cuthbert’s narrative is his hermitage on
Farne Island where he carried out the contemplative phase of his religious life and which
articulates a different wilderness landscape than his time in the wilds of Northumbria.
When Cuthbert transitioned into a solitary life, he chose island locations in keeping with
the Anglo-Saxon fascination with the coastland as a permeable boundary between the
physical and the spiritual. First he settled on a tidal island near Lindisfarne, and later in a
hermitage on the more remote Farne Island about seven miles from the monastery and
one and a half miles from the coast. Cuthbert made improvements there, building two
structures, planting crops for his sustenance and miraculously producing a well. Although
not as developed as the narrative of Guthlac’s transformation of his hermitage, to be
discussed below, these steps physically represent the conversion of the wilderness to an
important Christian site. At first he received visitors, but later only spoke to others
through a small window. Cuthbert apparently felt drawn to the place and both Lives
record tales of his continuing relationship with the natural world in which he has power
over the elements and animals while residing in this spot. Though he was reluctantly
induced to leave Farne Island and serve as bishop, he later returned there to die.

Both authors describe Farne Island, giving a sense of its remoteness and isolation.
The anonymous author states that Cuthbert went “ad insulam quam Farne nominant,
undique in medio mari fluctibus circumcinctam” (II.1; “to the island called Farne, which
is in the midst of the sea and surrounded on every side by water”).''" Bede is more
sublime in his description: “Aliquot milibus passuum ab hac semiinsula [Lindisfarne] ad
eurum secreta, et hinc altissimo, et inde infinito clauditur oceano” (XVII; “It is some

miles away to the south-east of this half-island [Lindisfarne], and is shut in on the

" Anonymous Life, trans. by Colgrave, 97.
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landward side by very deep water and on the seaward side by the boundless ocean™).'"?

These short descriptions serve the purpose of showing the isolation of the place,
heightening Cuthbert’s withdrawal to the island and his choice of a location surrounded
by water. Bede alludes to Lindisfarne’s situation on a tidal island, and contrasts the nature
of Lindisfarne, which is connected to the mainland for part of the day, with Farne Island
which is completely separated from the coast by deep waters, heightening the sense of
Cuthbert’s separation from human companionship.'"® This isolation extends further in the
description of Cuthbert’s main living structure as round and closed on all sides, with only
the sky visible, a detail that strengthens the sense of the water location as spiritually
closer to heaven and God. Though Farne Island gives Cuthbert the isolated hermitage he
desires, at the same time, the anonymous poet’s naming of the location and Bede’s more
specific direction and description place the scene of Cuthbert’s hermitage in a
recognizable environment clearly in Northumbria, allowing the reader to identify with the
site and to place significant meaning upon a local place, while also acknowledging the
transformation of that site within a context of Christian conversion.

In their depiction of Cuthbert both as an active preacher in the wilderness and as a
hermit on Farne Island, the anonymous monk and Bede emphasize Cuthbert’s intimate
relationship with the natural world, not as a trial for the saint, but as the proper location
for him to conduct his Christian duties. Through various details related to location and
geography, the two authors additionally allow their Northumbrian audience to situate

Cuthbert within a recognizable place, and to thereby relate to Cuthbert as one of their

12 Bede, Prose Life, trans. by Colgrave, 215.
'3 Wickham-Crowley, “Living on the Ecg,” 95.
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own, strengthening their spirituality and connecting their place in time and geography to

the larger Christian world.

Guthlac of Crowland

Sometime in the 740’s, Felix, a monk from a most likely East Anglian monastery,
wrote the Life of St. Guthlac (d. 714), which details the Fenland mission of this figure, at
the request of King Zlfwald of East Anglia.''* Guthlac is the latest figure discussed here
and his Life is the latest of the first eight hagiographical texts produced in England. Hs
Felix’s purpose in his Life appears to be localized, unlike the broader concerns of Bede,
who does not mention Guthlac in any work. "6 Felix does not enter into any discussion
regarding the various controversies that had interested Bede, and, while Felix does draw
upon Bede’s Prose Life of Cuthbert for hagiographical tropes, otherwise, neither the
Celtic traditions so important to many of the other figures discussed here nor the concerns
regarding friction between the Roman and Celtic traditions seem to be a strong influence
on Felix,""” who, nevertheless, closely connects Guthlac to the natural world. Farther

removed in time from the earlier struggles of conversion, Felix’s Life offers the most

"1 Colgrave, Felix’s Life of Saint Guthlac, 16.

15 See Chapter 1, note 65.

"1 The stand-alone hagiographies of Cuthbert, the Anonymous Life and Bede’s Metrical Life and Prose
Life, were written for the brotherhood at Lindisfarne specifically and possibly for Northumbrians in general
and, therefore, for a local audience. Bede’s inclusion of Cuthbert in the Ecclesiastical History, though, may
make a case for his desire to present his works on Cuthbert to an international audience, especially as he
points out within the Ecclesiastical History that he has previously written two longer works on the
Northumbrian saint.

"7 Regarding Felix, Colgrave asserts: “He was not influenced by the Celtic tradition,” and, as proof of this
assertion, cites a lack of concern on Felix’s part regarding the various controversies involving the Celtic
tradition as well as the statements of Wigfrith, a member of bishop Headda’s retinue, disparaging Irish
anchorites in Chapter XLVI, Felix’s Life of Saint Guthlac, 16. Felix’s education and Guthlac’s training may
have been thoroughly Roman, but certainly the time-frame for Felix’s writing is well after these matters
were resolved at the Synod of Whitby (664). The fact that Felix does not mention the typical controversies
could be more indicative of his time and purpose rather than any personal bias. He certainly does not
appear to have any qualms about using Bede’s Prose Life of Cuthbert, which details the life of one of the
most famous saints in the Celtic tradition.
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sophisticated use of wilderness landscapes in this group of early Anglo-Saxon
hagiographies. Felix accomplishes this through the integration of source material, which
connects Guthlac to the heremetic tradition, with accurate environmental conditions. This
amalgamation results in a fully realized place, constructed as a forbidding wilderness,
which then becomes re-constructed as the site of cultural meaning within a context of
Christianity. Unlike Bede’s depiction of Athelthryth, Felix is less concerned with the
addition of his Fenland saint to the international Church and more interested in Guthlac’s
transformation of an inhospitable environment for use within the local Christian
community.

Guthlac was born into a noble family in Mercia and, in his youth, was a warrior
for King Athelred of Mercia. In his twenties, however, he entered the monastic house at
Repton where he was so dedicated to austerity that at first the other monks were
distrustful of him, but he eventually won their respect through his sincerity. After two
years, Guthlac wished for a more ascetic life and retired to Crowland, which, like the Isle
of Ely, was another bedrock island surrounded by peat bogs in the backfens, located in
the southwest Lincolnshire district of the Fenland. On Crowland, Guthlac inhabited an
ancient barrow and constructed two buildings, though he was forced to clear the island of
devils that had been allowed free use of the area. He spent the rest of his life on
Crowland; his fame spread and the desolate island became the destination of pilgrims, the
sick and advice seekers, high and low. One of these visitors was Zthelbald who later
became king of Mercia and who, after Guthlac’s death, endowed a shrine to his memory

there.
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In his Life of Guthlac, Felix creates a realistic landscape while also placing the
wilderness of England within the larger Christian tradition. Considering that Felix was
writing at the behest of Alfwald, it is generally assumed that he was a brother of an East
Anglian monastery, which would have given him intimate knowledge of the specific
features of the Fenland.'"® Despite this knowledge, Felix repeatedly terms the area as
heremus, heremi—the medieval form of eremus, eremi, generally translated as “desert.”
While this terminology appears to be a result of Felix’s use of Evagrius’s Latin version of
the Life of Anthony, which Felix quotes from extensively and which established the
common trope of depicting the eremetic saint within the desert, it is not inconsistent with
the area surrounding Crowland. Certainly, metaphorically, the area was a desert in that it
lay along the fringes of human society. While Colgrave consistently translates heremus as
“desert,” Whitaker includes “wilderness” and “wasteland” in his definition, adding a
dimension to the word by which it both recalls Anthony’s Life and more accurately
describes the location of Guthlac’s work as a place of wild animals (wilderness) or a
place uninhabitable in a practical sense (wasteland). Later Anglo-Saxon authors, writing
in their native language, preserved this multi-layered sense. Vercelli Homily XXIII,
which reproduces two chapters of an Old English version of Felix’s Life''” and is from
the late tenth-century Vercelli Manuscript, as well as Guthlac A and Guthlac B, from the
tenth-century Exeter Book, regularly use westen, which Bosworth and Toller define as “a
desert, wilderness.” This term is consistent with the dual meaning of heremus, heremi as

both conveying the traditional sense of the saint in the desert while also preserving the

"8 Due to the vividness of the descriptions of the area, Meaney theorizes that Felix must have visited
Crowland at least once. Meaney, “Felix’s Life of St. Guthlac,” 30.

9 Colgrave, Felix’s Life, 19. The Old English translation of Felix’s Life is found in London British
Library, MS Cotton Vespasian D.xxi.
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1."° While Felix’s terminology stands out as

sense of a place beyond human contro
derived from Athanasius’s desert wilderness in the Life of Anthony, this same vocabulary
is not inconsistent with the Anglo-Saxon conception of the Fenland as a marginal area
deserted and unusable. Crowland fulfills the ascetic need for a wild place where Guthlac,
like Anthony, can test himself and commune with God."*!

While the Fenland was an ecologically marginal area, meaning it was less settled
due to harsh conditions, environmental history shows that it was far from deserted or
useless and Felix’s own descriptions betray his desire to present a desert consistent with
Athanasius as well as one based on true Fenland conditions. Owing to his knowledge of
the area or perhaps owing to his localized audience, which would have also been familiar
with the Fenland, Felix’s descriptions of the backwater fens and Crowland are more vivid
and less scientific than Bede’s description of the search for Athelthryth’s sarcophagus or
his depiction of Farne Island:

Est in meditullaneis Brittanniae partibus inmensae magnitudinis aterrima palus,

quae, a Grontae fluminis ripis incipiens, haud procul a castello quem dicunt

nomine Gronte, nunc stagnis, nunc flactris, interdum nigris fusi vaporis laticibus,
necnon et crebris insularum nemorumque intervenientibus flexuosis rivigarum
anfractibus, ab austro in aquilonem mare tenus longissimo tractu protenditur.

(XXIV)

(“There is in the midland district of Britain a most dismal fen of immense size,

which begins at the banks of the river Granta not far from the camp which is

120 In addition, Guthlac A and Guthlac B also employ the phrase wilde deor to describe the demons of
Crowland (907) and their threats to Guthlac regarding the difficulty of life there (276), confirming the
Anglo-Saxon sense of the wilderness, as contained in wild(d)eornes, that such places outside of human
occupation are considered more appropriate for wild animals than humans.

2! Meaney, “Felix’s Life of St. Guthlac,” 33.
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called Cambridge, and stretches from the south as far north as the sea. It is a very
long tract, now consisting of marshes, now of bogs, sometimes of black waters
overhung by fog, sometimes studded with wooded islands and traversed by the
windings of tortuous streams.”)'*
This description is designed both to give a specific location and to create a sense of the
foreboding aspects of the region where Guthlac searches for a suitable hermitage, while
at the same time being realistic in its depiction of the various water features of the area,
including marshes, peat bogs and rivers, as well as the existence of the bedrock islands.
Felix narrows the focus from the Fenland in general to Crowland, specifically, in the
following chapter and tells how Guthlac,
Per invia lustra inter atrae paludis margines Christo viatore ad praedictum locum
usque pervenit; Crugland dicitur, insula media in palude posita quae ante paucis
propter remotioris heremi solitudinem inculta vix nota habebatur. (XXV)
(Made his way, travelling with Christ, through trackless bogs within the confines
of the dismal marsh until he came to the said spot; it is called Crowland, an island
in the middle of the marsh which on account of the wildness of this very remote
desert had hitherto remained untilled and known to a very few.)'>
The result of this description is that Felix presents Crowland as not just part of the
Fenland, but as the most remote and forbidding location possible, heightening the

austerity of Guthlac’s mode of life and creating a vivid image of an area probably already

known to the audience.

122 Felix, Life of Saint Guthlac, trans. by Colgrave, 87.

12 Felix, Life of Saint Guthlac, trans. by Colgrave, 89.
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Despite Felix’s portrayal of Crowland as a dismal wilderness location, designed to
emphasize Guthlac’s strength and resolve to emulate the desert fathers, the Fenland was
an important area economically and would not have been completely deserted. Felix’s
attention to detail betrays this fact. Tatwine is a local who describes Crowland to Guthlac
and guides him there through the fens, “arrepta piscatoria scafula” (XXV; “taking a
fisherman’s skiff”).'** Tatwine probably made his living in one of the marsh trades,
perhaps fishing, and was intimately familiar with the backfens despite their desolate
appearance. Another detail of Guthlac’s island that confirms the reality of Felix’s
description, but also undermines his assertion of complete desolation, is the barrow'>
that Guthlac inhabits. Though there is some debate as to the age of the structure,
prehistoric or Roman, either option attests to the improvements and settlements that
archaeological evidence confirms for the Fenland beginning in the Bronze Age, which

1.'® Another detail that Felix provides is

had fallen into disuse after the Roman withdrawa
that sometime before Guthlac’s arrival, the barrow had been plundered, again countering
the portrayal of the island as an unknown space. While Felix states that the island was
uncultivated, as if it were a sort of virgin land, Tatwine’s knowledge and the barrow’s

presence belie this description. Although Felix’s realistic depiction competes with the

tropes of hagiography, he succeeds in integrating the actual topography of the Fenland

124 Felix, Life of Saint Guthlac, trans. by Colgrave, 89.

12 Felix does not give enough detail to determine the age of the barrow. Colgrave argues for a long Roman
chambered barrow due to its location in an area developed by the Romans, Felix’s Life of Guthlac, 182-3.
Siewers, though, believes that Felix may have purposely described the barrow as containing a cistern so as
to represent an older work, tying the concept into Anglo-Saxon nation building, “Landscapes of
Conversion,” 13-18. Meaney suggests that the detail of the cist may be a borrowing from Jerome’s Life of
Paul and Aldhelm’s De Virginitate, “Felix’s Life of Guthlac,” 35. As Felix describes it, though, the cist
indicates a Bronze Age structure.

126 Wickham-Crowley, “Living on the Ecg,” 98, asserts that the text is purposely ambiguous regarding the
barrow, creating a merging of recent and ancient past.
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with his fashioning of Guthlac as a local hermit on the same level as the desert fathers,
balancing his purposes.

Another trope of hagiography that Felix intertwines with Guthlac’s wilderness
location is the presence of demons and devils as an attendant feature of Crowland.
Inherited from Anthony’s narrative, battle with demonic visitation in many forms is a
common trope of hagiography. The two prose Lives of Cuthbert discussed here mention
the banishment of demons from Farne Island, but they do so in a perfunctory manner, as a
normal step within the process of choosing an eremetic site.'>’” Felix, however, devotes
several chapters to the process, detailing a variety of torments visited upon Guthlac:
despair, false friendship, visions of hell and perceived attacks by beasts and Britons. Most
of these occurrences echo Felix’s hagiographical sources, including the lament of the
demons over the loss of their home to an invading Christian. The most vivid episode of
Guthlac’s torment, though, is also the one most closely connected to his specific location
within the fens. During one of his nightly vigils, Guthlac is overwhelmed with a troop of
ferocious demons who invade his dwelling. Before taking him to the gates of Hell, they
bind the saint:

Et adductum in atrae paludis coenosis lactibus inmerserunt. Deinde asportantes

illum per paludis asperrima loca inter densissima veprium vimina dilaceratis

membrorum conpaginibus trahebant. Inter haec cum magnam partem umbrosae
noctis in illis adflictionibus exigebant, sistere illum paulisper fecerunt, imperantes

sibi, ut de heremo discedisset. (XXXI)

127 Bede’s narrative of Cedd, as discussed above, modifies this trope by having Cedd and his brother fast
and pray to cleanse Lastingham from the evilness of the former, criminal occupants.
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(“And leading him away, they plunged him into the muddy waters of the black
marsh. Then they carried him through the wildest parts of the fen, and dragged
him through the dense thickets of brambles, tearing his limbs and all his body.
Meanwhile, when they had spent a great part of the gloomy night in these
persecutions, they made him stand up for a short time, commanding him to depart
from the desert.”)'*®
Unlike the other torments Guthlac suffers, these tortures are performed by using the
features of the location of Guthlac’s work, as if the demons who demand Guthlac’s
departure wish to render vividly upon his body the fierceness of the fens and their own
hatred of his occupation of Crowland. As in the Life of Anthony, the demons are angry at
the loss of a space that they had previously held. While wild(d)eornes indicates places
beyond human civilization that are held by wild animals, within this Christian context,
the concept also indicates places held by demons, as shown here, and even by men who
live outside the laws of God, as shown in the episode above involving Cedd. This attack
is designed to make the location so hateful to Guthlac that he will leave. As any hermit
must, Guthlac faces trials designed by the Devil to test his resolve and, in resisting the
demons, Guthlac stands for the removal of these elements and the Christianization of the
landscape both literally, as the demons leave, and symbolically, as the place becomes a
Christian holy site.
In the middle section of the text, the devilish attacks against Guthlac seem
relentless, but he eventually defeats the demons, resulting in a transformation in the
characteristics of the landscape itself. From the time that Guthlac begins searching for a

hermitage in Chapter XXIV until the night he is attacked by false beasts in Chapter

128 Felix, Life of Saint Guthlac, trans. by Colgrave, 103.
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XXXVI, descriptions of the foreboding wetlands abound, as well as multiple attacks by
devils and demons, with Felix portraying the two aspects of Guthlac’s location as
intimately intertwined. Chapter XXXVI, though, marks the end of these tortures when
Guthlac defeats the demons once and for all. After this final battle with the devils,
Chapter XXX VII marks the beginning of a new relationship between Guthlac and the
natural world around him on Crowland. A series of charming animal tales, probably
influenced by Bede’s Prose Life, follows. Chapters XXXVII-XL discuss jackdaws that
steal various items, birds that rest on Guthlac’s shoulders and fish who heed his call.
Felix explains:
Erga enim omnia eximiae caritatis ipsius gratia abundabat, in tantum ut incultae
solitudinis volucres ac vagabundi coenosae paludis pisces ad vocem ipsius veluti
ad pastorem ocius natantes volantesque subvenirent; de manu enim illius victum
prout uniuscuiusque natura indigebat, vesci solebant. (XXXVIII)
(“For the grace of his excellent charity abounded to all creatures, so that even the
birds of the untamed wilderness and the wandering fishes of the muddy marshes
would come flying or swimming swiftly to his call as if to a shepherd; and they
were even accustomed to take from his hand such food as the nature of each
demanded.”)'”
This new relationship with the animals of Crowland shows the hagiographical trope of
the perfected man whose association with God puts him in balance with all of creation,
but the structure that Felix follows in his hagiography relates this trope more intimately
with place. First, a series of chapters details the difficulties of the location linked with

demonic visitations, but when the demons are defeated, the rigors of the landscape end,

129 Felix, Life of Guthlac, trans. by Colgrave, 121.
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and next, a series of chapters detail Guthlac’s new relationship with the natural world.
Crowland becomes an almost bucolic setting, a Christianized place that both recalls the

pre-lapsarian Garden of Eden and foreshadows the paradise to come.'

By defeating the
demons, Guthlac, in essence, defeats the fens and transforms Crowland from a desolate
swamp to a paradise in which humanity has dominion over the animal kingdom and
natural world.

Adding to this sense of a transformation of the fens is Guthlac’s appropriation of
the barrow on Crowland. While on the one hand its presence undermines the idea of an
untouched island, on the other, it provides an additional image of the conversion of this
landscape. One of Guthlac’s first acts is to build a structure over the ruined side of the
barrow to provide shelter for himself. Much has been written by scholars regarding the
political aspects of the appropriation of this structure and of Felix’s narrative as a whole
as a metaphor for Anglo-Saxon nation building."*' The more obvious interpretation,
which is usually skimmed over, may be the more applicable here, namely, that the
appropriation of the barrow is a Christian act that claims a pagan site for a Christian
purpose. Felix uses the Latin tumulus, tumuli for the structure. Guthlac A, however, uses
the more descriptive beorg, which Della Hooke asserts was most likely used to denote a

“tumulus that was recognized to be ancient in Anglo-Saxon times.”"*

Again, the age of
the barrow is ambiguous, but the Anglo-Saxon implication is that the barrow was very

old and therefore, at least in its portrayal by Felix, probably pre-Roman and pagan.

Guthlac’s activities in this context follow Gregory the Great’s injunction to repurpose

130 For more on the role of gardens in Christian thought see Harrison, Gardens, 14-24 and 135-48.

Bl See Siewers, “Landscapes of Conversion,” for a discussion of the barrow as a representation of the
native British, and therefore, Guthlac’s possession of it as an aspect of Anglo-Saxon nation building. See
also Wickham-Crowley, “Living on the Ecg,” for the appropriation of the barrow as an act of asserting
power over the land.

132 Hooke, Landscape, 99.
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pagan sites for Christian uses and Guthlac’s actions serve to extend Christianity into the
isolated areas of Britain, somewhat similar to Bede’s agenda of fashioning Anglo-Saxon
England as lying along the edge of the Christian world. As Felix’s audience appears to
have been one of the East Anglian monastic centers, Guthlac’s coopting of the wetlands
for Christianity was probably an important aspect of the audience’s heritage and daily
mission. As discussed previously, a common trope of hagiographies is the demonic
presence in wilderness spaces, of which Felix makes liberal use in his Life. One of the
aspects of this trope is the implication that if land is not Christian, it is therefore demonic,
and must be converted for Christian use.'*® While a saint’s presence, in general, will
Christianize a pagan space, Guthlac’s possession of the barrow is a more tangible aspect
of this appropriation of the land and works in conjunction with his battles against the
demons.

After the possession of the barrow, the defeat of the demons and the series of
animal tales, Felix completes the transformation of Crowland from a wilderness lying
beyond civilization to a Christianized place that performs a cultural function when he
shifts the narrative focus to a long line of visitors to the island, some seeking healing,
others seeking spiritual and political advice. These visitors range from common men to
church figures to a future king. The text concludes with Guthlac’s death and translation
and two posthumous miracles. In one of these miracles, Guthlac visits Athelbald in a
vision and reassures him that he will be king. Felix tells the reader that ZAthelbald rules
currently in Mercia and has endowed Guthlac’s shrine at Crowland. The progression of
the narrative, in effect, creates an impression of Guthlac’s having conquered the

wilderness and transforming it for God’s use. Guthlac begins, according to Felix, by

133 Howe, “Conversion,” 66-67.



73

seeking to emulate the desert fathers and therefore establishes himself in a desolate
environment. Through the strength of his convictions, though, he conquers that
environment and a deserted island in the backfens becomes a popular spiritual destination
with no fewer than nineteen specific visitors mentioned, and many more unspecified:
Sub eisdem quoque temporibus ad virum Dei Guthlacum multi diversorum
ordinum gradus, abbates, fratres, comites, divites, vexati, pauperes, non solum de
proximis Merciorum finibus, verum etiam de remotis Brittanniae partibus. (XLV)
(During these times too, many people of various ranks [crowded] to see Guthlac
the man of God — abbots, brethren, gesithas, rich men, the afflicted and the poor —
not only from the neighboring land of the Mercians, but also even from the
remote parts of Britain.)134
Guthlac’s conquering of the wilderness creates a conversion of the landscape that serves
as a representation of Anglo-Saxon Christianization. The progression of Felix’s narrative
moves Crowland from a forbidding island inhabited by demons, to a purified site
inhabited by a holy man, to a destination for those needing help and finally as a Christian
shrine whose worth is confirmed by posthumous miracles. This conversion of Crowland
mirrors the greater conversion of the Anglo-Saxons and creates a local history for the
citizens of East Anglia.
Despite their sometimes fashioning themselves as the children of Israel, the

Anglo-Saxons were under no pretenses that they were entering a pristine paradise

untouched by man."* Instead, they chose to create new meaning out of the old sites that

134 Felix, Life of Guthlac, trans. by Colgrave, 139.
135 Howe, “The Landscape of Anglo-Saxon England,” 92.
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they found in Britain.'* In this aspect, they followed Gregory the Great’s instructions. At
times they constructed the landscape as an empty wilderness on which they could overlay
a new Christian meaning. At other times, they acknowledged the previous occupants and
co-opted their sites for the new religion. Though written, hagiographies were a dynamic
aspect of the conversion of the land, combining Celtic and Roman traditions, providing
local saints and connecting the people to their land in a way that reflected their new
religion. These works were the culmination of Anglo-Saxon England’s inclusion in the
greater Christian community, converting the island at the edge of the world from pagan to

Christian.

136 Howe, “The Landscape of Anglo-Saxon England,” 95.
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Chapter 2: Beowulf and Anglo-Saxon Anxiety in the Landscape of the Pagan Past

The English landscape portrayed in Anglo-Saxon hagiographies served as both a
realistic picture of the countryside for audiences familiar and unfamiliar with England as
well as a fitting backdrop for the work of religious figures seeking to convert the land for
Christian use. In the Anglo-Saxon epic Beowulf, however, the poet develops a natural
world that is strange and threatening even though it contains realistic elements of the
English terrain. This method creates a natural world that functions as an antithesis to the
civilization of the mead hall and heightens the terror created by the three monsters of the
text. Unlike Cuthbert or Guthlac, Beowulf does not journey into the wilderness in order
to seek a refuge, but instead, only does so when forced to deliver the community from
danger. In Part I, his adventures in Denmark, Beowulf kills Grendel and Grendel’s
mother without any desire to convert the landscape to a more civilized purpose. In Part II,
Beowulf’s fight with the dragon in Geatland, Beowulf does not return from the
wilderness, instead dying in battle. The two landscapes depicted in the text, the mere of
the Grendelkin and the cliff-side barrow of the dragon, imbue the pagan past of the poem
with a representation of the natural world in which every hard-won victory against the
relentless forces of nature is short-lived. In calling up this past, the poet uses the
landscape to enhance the fatalistic tone of the poem, to create terror and to reflect the lost
state of the Anglo-Saxon pagan ancestors. As an epic, Beowulf both represents the ideals
of the Anglo-Saxon people and also serves as a mediating force between the Christian
present of the poet and audience and the paganism of Anglo-Saxon ancestry as

represented in the poem. The liminal locations in the wilderness landscapes create a place
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where the past can be re-contextualized for the new, Christian world. While the forces of
nature seem relentless throughout most of the narrative, Beowulf’s death, however, alters
the landscape of the poem in the Geats’ large monument to their king, creating a
remembrance of his heroism, and thereby contextualizing the remembered past and the
collective history of the Anglo-Saxons within a new framework while simultaneously

looking towards the contemporary, Christianized Anglo-Saxon.

Genre and Audience

As the centerpiece and longest surviving work of Anglo-Saxon poetry, Beowulf'is
commonly categorized as an epic, an important aspect of understanding its function
within Anglo-Saxon society and its portrayal of the landscape. M. H. Abrams and
Geoffrey Galt Hartman supply a generic definition of epic, derived from the Greek
tradition of a long verse narrative told in an elevated style that relates the exploits of a
hero upon whom depends “the fate of a tribe, a nation, or . . . the human race.””
Anastasios Daskalopoulos complicates the definition somewhat by, anachronistically,
adding that an epic is often written from “a national perspective.”” Looking beyond
classical exemplar, such as The lliad or the Aeneid, John Miles Foley examines epics
from a variety of cultures including the Siri Epic of the Tulu of southern India, the Son-
Jara from Mali, the South Slavic epics from the Balkans and Beowulfto advocate for the
necessity of an “open ended model™ that emphasizes the uniqueness of various

traditions, concluding that even the widest of current definitions cannot “perfectly capture

! Abrams and Harpham, “Epic,” 107.
? Daskalopoulos, “Epic,” 185.
? Foley, “Epic as Genre,” 180.
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the manysidedness of ‘the epic’.”* He therefore prefers the very broad designation, taken

from the Odyssey, of “those things that the singers memorialize.”> Although generic
classification is a complicated issue for Beowulf,’ the poem does fit the definitions given.
It is a formal, poetic composition that centers on a great hero who fights to save the
people of Denmark and Geatland. Even though Beowulf'is not set in Anglo-Saxon
England, it is written from the perspective of the Anglo-Saxons in that it concerns their
ancestors on the Continent, is in the Anglo-Saxon language and represents Anglo-Saxon
cultural values. In a somewhat meta-moment, the poem even declares itself an
appropriate subject for memorialization in song when Hrothgar’s scop sings of Beowulf’s

victory the morning after Grendel’s death.

* Foley, “Epic as Genre,” 181.

> Foley, “Epic as Genre,” 181.

® According to many scholars, Beowulf is difficult to classify generically. While it is the longest text in the
Anglo-Saxon corpus, it is actually rather short, 3182 lines, when compared to epics of other cultures. At the
same time, it is the only surviving Anglo-Saxon text that can possibly be categorized as an epic. In
addition, only one manuscript, and hence one version of the poem, survives, making it difficult to place it
within the larger Anglo-Saxon tradition, Foley, “Epic as Genre,” 180. Another aspect of Beowulf’s
uniqueness is its intricate incorporation of a variety of genres that confuse the progression of the main
action of the narrative. It contains gnomic verse, elegy, heroic lay, lament, flyting, genealogy, history,
creation hymn, beot/formal boast and sermon. Focusing on certain of these elements, Hanning classifies the
work as “heroic history,” the manifestation of an oral culture in which history and heroic tradition merge,
“Beowulf as Heroic History,” 77. Harris, however, prefers to term it a summa litterarum, a form that
summarizes the literary past and represents a specific poet’s take on the oral genres of Anglo-Saxon
literature, “Beowulf as Epic,” 163. J. R. R. Tolkien preferred to call it a “heroic-elegiac poem” that builds to
a lament for the hero’s lost life, “Beowulf,” 38. This generic uncertainty probably results from a modern
desire to force our own definitions upon the literature of a previous time, as well as the open-endedness of
the epic model outside the classical period. Greenfield analyzes the heroic nature of Beowulf and the tragic
elements of the narrative, comparing them with the conventions of drama to declare the poem an epic, Hero
and Exile, 17. Although they do explore the questions regarding genre, Fulk, Bjork and Niles ultimately
argue for the designation of epic, not as based upon classical models, but as a term that encompasses the
elaborate form of Beowulf. They point to its possible development from the lay, its possible inspiration
from the Aeneid as well as Old English models including Biblical texts such as Judith and those of the
Junius Manuscript, especially Genesis, Exodus and Daniel, as well as hagiographical works like Elene, and
Guthlac A and B, Klaeber’s “Beowulf,” clxxxvii. They additionally admit that “long heroic poem set in the
antique Northern past” may be the most accurate descriptor, Klaeber’s “Beowulf,” clxxxvii.
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For this study, the importance of Beowulf as an epic lies in its depiction of the
natural world as a force diametrically opposed to the community, or “nation” of the epic,’
which I argue is the same as the targeted audience. Several options for the audience of
Beowulf have been suggested, from courtly to clerical to lay, with all being possible.® The
various definitions of epic, however, can aid in the identification. Epics represent a
particular group of people, whether a specific tribe, nation or the human race as a whole.
Daskalopoulos’s “national perspective” points towards the audience of an epic as the very
group of people whose values it represents. Even Foley’s very broad “those things that
the singers memorialize” gives power to the audience in the cultural role of an epic in that
a singer of tales would hardly perform works that do not connect with the listeners. In its
opening, Beowulf itself attempts to name its own audience in a broad way by calling to a
large group of people who collectively identify with a shared past on the Continent:

Hwet, wé Gar-Dena in geardagum,

peodcyninga prym gefriinon,

hii 02 @pelingas ellen fremedon.

Oft Scyld Scéfing sceapena préatum,

monegum m&gpum meodosetla ofteah,

egsode eorl[as], syddan @rest weard’

feasceaft funden. (1-7A)"°

7 Huppé identifies five types of nature descriptions, including “Sea Journey” and “Metaphors,” which are
not always threatening, although such episodes are rare. Context and the character’s relationship with the
natural world within a particular scene account for these differences. See below and Chapter 2, note 69.

¥ Fulk, Bjork and Niles, Klaeber’s “Beowulf,” clxxxviii. See also Bjork and Obermeier, “Date, Provenance,
Author, Audiences,” 31-33.

? As per Klaeber’s 4™ edition (see note 10, below), emendations made by adding letters or words are
enclosed in square brackets.

1% All Beowulf quotations are taken from Klaeber’s “Beowulf” and the “Fight at Finnisburg,” 4th ed.
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(Lo, we have heard of the glory of the kings of the men of the Spear-Danes in
days of yore, how the princes performed deeds of valor. Often Scyld, son of Scef,
snatched the mead-hall-seats of many people by means of troops of fighters; he
terrified warriors from the time when he was found destitute.)
The opening line provides the only instance in the poem of the first person plural pronoun
we. As Fulk, Bjork and Niles discuss, this strategic use of such an inclusive word at the
opening creates for the text its own projected audience: all who participate in the listening
or reading of the narrative are included within the group represented by we.'' Since an
epic represents the values of a particular group of people, this wé creates that particular
group, assuming that all who would participate in the text, through reading, hearing or
even writing, are a part of the tribe, or nation, represented by the text. We is followed by
the genitive plural Gar-Dena, “of the Spear-Danes.” The first line of the text is completed
with in geardagum, “in days of yore,” taking the present audience of the wé through time
and space and into the past of the continental ancestors.'* Nicholas Howe asserts that the
Anglo-Saxons regarded Germania and its surrounding areas in general as a continental
homeland, not as an exact location, but as more of an idea that could be invoked by
authors to create a nostalgic effect.”” One of Buell’s elements of place-connectedness is
the “imagined place,” which includes the idea of a perceived homeland, real or
fictitious.'* The connection to such a place can be just as meaningful as any other
connection to place, even if it has never been visited. In setting his work in Denmark and

Geatland, the poet invokes the idea of the ancestral homeland in the audience even

" Fulk, Bjork and Niles, Klaeber’s “Beowulf,” clxxxviii.

'2 For more on this opening and its use of history see Robinson, “Beowulf” and the Appositive Style, 27-28.
See also Howe, Migration and Mythmaking, 148-49.

 Howe, Migration and Mythmaking, 143-44.

' Buell, Writing for an Endangered World, 71-73.
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though that audience may be missing any physical connection to the place.'” Although a
variety of tribes migrated to England, the we of the opening of Beowulf displays a desire
to serve as a past for all Anglo-Saxons in England no matter their place of origin. Robert
Bjork and Anita Obermeier admit that “everyman” is a possible audience for the poem '®
and, even though Robert Hanning does not classify Beowulf as an epic, he does affirm
poetry’s ability to strengthen the identity of the social group.'’ For my purposes, it is
important to classify Beowulf as an epic and to emphasize that the audience is, at the
same time, both the people who would listen to the poem as well as the people whose
values and interests are represented by the poem: Beowulf targets a broad audience of
people living in England who identify with a Northern Germanic ancestry, which serves
to unite them in a shared culture and society. Such a perspective allows for the
prioritization of the community over the forces that seek to destroy it, which, in Beowulf,
often emerge from an unknowable and foreboding natural world.

Another important aspect of an epic is the epic hero. Through the inherent
qualities of the genre, epic heroes are designed to represent an idealized, even if
sometimes unrealistic, version of a society.'® The key threat that the monsters bring to the
world of Beowulfis the collapse of civilization. Beowulf, as the perfect representation of
the threatened society, is the only force able to overcome the various threats and restore

order."” In doing so, he both upholds and affirms the rightness of the society. The opening

!> Howe asserts that the Beowulf poet chose to make his hero specifically a Geat because the Geats were
neither part of the invasion nor survived as a separate tribe, and therefore, were a blank slate for the epic,
Migration and Mythmaking, 170.The poet’s choice of setting is a complicated issue that may or may not
have implications regarding audience, date and place of composition. See Fulk, Bjork and Niles, Klaeber’s
“Beowulf,” clxii-clxxx.

16 Bjork and Obermeier, “Date, Provenance, Author, Audiences,” 33.

"7 Hanning, “Beowulf as Heroic History,” 78.

'8 Farrell, “The Epic Hero and Society,” 25.

' Howe, Migration and Mythmaking, 162.
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of the poem is just one element that allows the audience to identify with the people of the
text and to approve later of Beowulf and his endeavors. The poet furthers Beowulf’s
connection to the audience by placing him within the Anglo-Saxon continental past.*’
While the poem may contain many historical references, at least one historical fact is
confirmed: the final raid and death of Hygelac,”' which displays the poet’s complex
interaction with historical fact and fable, a common epic convention designed to

»22 Within the text, the poet presents Hygelac’s

“introduce fabulous heroes into history.
death in a fragmentary manner, dividing it between four non-linear passages23 separated
by hundreds of lines. While the episode can be pieced together when the text is
considered as a whole, these separations imply that the audience must have been familiar

with the events of the story.?* The poet’s method displays an Anglo-Saxon understanding

of Scandinavian history, which perhaps justifies the setting of Beowulf.>> While Beowulf

20 Greenfield, Hero and Exile, 6.

! Gregory of Tours’s History of the Franks (575-94), the anonymous Book of the Franks (727) and the
anonymous Book of Monsters of Various Kinds (ca. 800) all corroborate Hygelac’s final battle against the
Frisians as depicted in Beowulf, providing the historical events of Hygelac’s death: around 520 King
Hygelac of the Geats attacked the Hetware, or Atuarii, who called for help from their Frankish overlord as
well as the Frisians, who would have united with the Franks against the co