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PREFACE 

This study of the development of the legend of St. 

Cuthbert is predicated on the assumption that the written 

versions of the life of the saint as they appear in medie

val literature are firm indications of the stages in the 

history of the legend. The interrelationship of oral and 

literary tradition as factors in the development of the 

legend forms the central thesis of the study, for it seems 

apparent to this author that both elements function in 

alternation and combination to produce the final written 

statement of the legend. In the process of development, 

the initial impetus comes from oral traditions associated 

with the saint. These traditions are then given a written 

form by an author commissioned for the task and serve to 

perpetuate the cult already established orally. Defining 

the importance of the saint and supporting his claims to 

sanctity by their use of literary convention, the written 

versions create the circiimstances necessary to the develop

ment of further oral tradition concerning the individual 

saint. Once such traditions have arisen, they in their 

turn furnish the necessary materials for an expanded writ

ten account of the saint's life, and the literary version 

then provides for the evolution of new oral tradition by 

maintaining the vitality of the saint as a center of 

iii 
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attention. The cycle continues as long as the composition 

of saints' lives remains a viable genre, with the with

drawal of the written form usually the factor which signals 

the end of the process. 

This study is concerned with both oral and literary 

traditions because I consider both elements equally influ

ential in the development of the genre of saints' lives. 

For this reason, I have included a chapter on the literary 

development and definement of the genre as an introduction 

to the consideration of St. Cuthbert as he appears in the 

history of seventh-century Northumbria as well as the 

various biographies \irritten at different stages in the 

development of his legend. The analyses of the four major 

Lives of St. Cuthbert are intended to establish the valid

ity of this cyclical approach to the development of a 

saint's legend. I have attempted to consider each Life in 

terms of its relationship to the preceding versions, both 

within and without this particular legend, in addition to 

the central concept of the mutual influence of oral and 

literary tradition. 

The legend of St. Cuthbert has received little 

critical attention. Bertram Colgrave's edition of the two 

earliest Lives, published in 1914-0, is the only major work 

devoted to the texts in this century. Colgrave's intro

duction and notes provide the basis for any consideration 
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of the legend as a whole, especially because the critical 

apparatus he includes represents the sole attempt to 

explore the relationship between the work of the monk of 

Lindisfarne and that of Bede. Colgrave's other articles 

represent a significant body of material concerned with the 

historical and textual backgrounds of the legend of St. 

Cuthbert as it developed, but his interest is confined to 

the individual Lives and does not attempt any overview of 

the legend itself. 

Other significant studies of the individual texts 

and their backgrounds have been done by Sir Edmund Craster, 

Paul Grosjean, S. J., M. Hope Dodd, Irene P. McKeehan, and 

C. Grant Loomis, but these studies, with the exception of 

McKeehan's discussion of the Libellus, are limited to the 

textual and historical aspects of the particular Life under 

consideration. 

The work of Hippolyte Delehaye, Charles W. Jones, 

and Benjamin P. Kurtz on the development of saints' lives 

as literary genre is invaluable in understanding the evolu

tion of a particular legend. Kurtz's monograph, in which 

he evaluates the influence of the Life of St. Antony on the 

literary treatments of saints before the eighth century, is 

of great importance in defining the relationship between 

the various Lives he considers. The work is especially 

valuable in clearing away several misconceptions of the 

influences at work upon the development of the genre. 
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So far as I know, this study represents the first 

attempt to analyze the major Lives of St. Cuthbert as works 

of literature as well as stages in the development of the 

legends surrounding the saint. There is, for example, no 

extended comparison of the two earliest Lives from the 

standpoint of the structure and purpose they embody. Also 

unique to this study is the analysis of the fifteenth-

century Northern Metrical Life, a work which has received 

no attention at all. The development of the legend of St. 

Cuthbert, the cyclical nature of that development, and the 

degree to which both oral and written tradition figured in 

the progression of the legend are subjects which have not 

been treated by any other student of hagiography. The 

basic principles involved have been formulated by Delehaye, 

Jones, and Kurtz, but they have not been applied to the 

legend of St. Cuthbert. 

I should like to acknowledge the guidance and 

assistance given me by Professors A. Laurence Muir, Richard 

Hosley, Richard Jensen, and W. Cabell Greet. I am espe

cially indebted to tlie patience, understanding, and criti

cal judgment of Professor Sigmund Eisner, who has watched 

over the writing of this study from its inception. The 

librarians of the University of Arizona have been most 

helpful in the location and acquisition of the necessary 

research material. 
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ABSTRACT 

The four major Lives of St. Cuthbert, when viewed 

in chronological order, illustrate the steps in the con

tinuing growth of a saint's legend. Each version embodies 

both oral tradition and a written tradition dependent upon 

earlier writers of saints' lives. Oral tradition provides 

the initial impulse for the formalization of the saint's 

biography. The anonymous monk of Lindisfarne who wrote the 

first account of St. Cuthbert's life exemplifies the tech

nique of the hagiographer in his combination of miracles 

which parallel the marvels of other saints' lives with 

incidents obviously oral and local in origin. The earliest 

Life falls within the Irish tradition, with its emphasis on 

predestination and wonder-working power, and departs from 

the continental tradition as embodied in the Life of St. 

Antony. The predominantly oral materials of the Anonymous 

Life were deliberately reshaped and restructured by the 

Venerable Bede in his Prose Life. Bede rearranged the 

ordering of the episodes to present a picture of the growth 

of spiritual powers rather than a description of saintly 

capabilities as exercised by St. Cuthbert. Within the 

individual episodes, Bede altered the significance by his 

own comments on the moral to be drawn therefrom and by his 

choice of scriptural allusions to indicate the direction in 
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which the narrative was moving. Bede makes no radical 

departures from the narrative as it was available to him, 

but he alters the emphasis and movement of events so that 

the same miracles have a new meaning and a different con

text. The shift from the Irish to the Roman tradition 

reflects the different training and backgrounds of the two 

authors, but more importantly, it illustrates the result of 

a greater emphasis on literary than oral tradition. By the 

movement from oral to literary traditions, from specificity 

to convention, the life of St, Cuthbert becomes a legend 

rather than a biography. 

The twelfth-century Libellus de ..ortu (vel nativi-

tate) Sancti Cuthberti exemplifies the continuing influence 

of the popular imagination on the development of a legend. 

The work embodies an unusual number of motifs taken from 

folklore, motifs which it shares with the medieval metrical 

romance. Both oral and written tradition are represented 

in the last stage of the development of the legend of St. 

Cuthbert. The Northern Metrical Life combines both sources 

in an attempt to include all the pertinent material con

nected with the saint. Its translations of the Libellus 

and Bede's Prose Life present the written authority which 

dictates the form of the saint's life, while the account of 

the post-mortem miracles embodies the workings of oral 
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tradition in the addition of nex* material to an established 

legend. 

The Northern Metrical Life completes the cycle. 

The initial oral impulse led to the formal composition of 

St. Cuthbert's biography. The first formalization served 

as a source for the second, more conventional account. The 

authoritative biography furthered the cult of the saint, 

and this continued emphasis produced more oral tradition. 

The later oral tradition was embodied in a formal written 

narrative, which in its turn provided an impetus for the 

creation of addition miracle stories. 

The development of the legend of St. Cuthbert, with 

its constant trend away from the specific and toward the 

conventional, and its assimilation of interpolated material 

into a comprehensive and coherent narrative, epitomizes the 

course of development of many saints1 legends. As long as 

a cult remains viable, new traditions are formed and assim

ilated into the written lives which perpetuate the cult. 

The process does not end until one form of composition, 

usually, the written form, loses its popularity and is 

withdrawn from the cycle. 



CHAPTER 1 

THE LEGENDS OF THE SAINTS 

The most difficult aspect of dealing with saints' 

lives as a literary genre is the formulation of a defini

tion which sufficiently describes the type while allowing 

for the multiplicity of literary forms in which it occurs. 

Otherwise, we might as well relegate the saints' lives to 

consideration as a specialized class of biography. To 

depend on subject-matter as the guiding principle in iden

tifying the genre is analogous to proposing a literary type 

called "battle-scenes" and including in that category all 

descriptions of battles from the Iliad to Thackeray's 

account of Waterloo in Vanity Fair. To rely on form as the 

distinctive mark of a saint's life is even more impossible, 

for the legends appear in all manner of heroic and narra

tive poetry, prose, and almost all variations of style 

within those forms. A definition by origins is equally 

infeasible, for the legends have sources as various as the 

lives themselves, and the means of their genesis differ 

almost as widely as the materials from which they have been 

shaped. * 

1. See Gordon Hall Gerould, Saints' Legends (New 
York, 1916), pp. 2-5, 17-3>l}-» -for a more detailed discussion 
of this problem. 
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We are left, it seems to me, with an intangible, 

but very real, element which all saints' lives share in 

approximately the same degree. This element is an unchang

ing state of mind in the authors of saints' lives towards 

their subject and their reasons for writing in the bio

graphical tradition. This attitude is closely related to 

the function of the saint as hero, which will be discussed 

below, but it can be summarized here as the belief in 

saints as leaders in the cause of righteousness, worthy of 

glorification as epitomes of the integrity of the human 

soul endeavoring to reach a power outside itself and fur

nishing example and inspiration to more humble souls 

engaged in the same effort. The saint's life, therefore, 

whatever its origin or form, requires a biographical narra

tive to establish the humanity of its subject, a narrative 

which consists of the birth, life, death, and miracles of a 

person who has in some way demonstrated the power of God 

and the dignity of man. Although the ideals of human con

duct vary widely as presented in the lives of the individual 

saints, there is always the common aspiration towards an 

unworldly goal. The teaching of moral values, the inspira

tion to piety, the exemplification of the ideal, all are 

necessary concomitants to the shared aim of the individuals 

described. 



Hagiographic literature was written under the 

influence of two distinct factors. First of all, there are 

the people, whose imagination creates fresh products of 

fancy and attaches wonders drawn from many sources to the 

names of its favorite saints. Working with the popular 

source is the man of letters, who functions as an editor of 

the material already assigned by tradition to the life of 

the saint he chronicles. The Wo work together to achieve 

2 the final form of any particular legend. The development 

of the legend is the outcome of an unconscious or unre

flecting agent acting upon historical material, the intro-

3 duction of the subjective element into the realm of fact. 

•What this neans from a practical standpoint is that saints' 

lives are not, as a rule, historically veracious. Diffi

culties of geography and chronology are easily overcome by 

a popular imagination eager to glorify a particular saint. 

Some legends do embody historical detail which can be cor

roborated from other sources, but these are usually those 

lives which were written concurrently with the life of the 

saint involved or shortly thereafter by someone familiar 

with local conditions of geography and society. If, how

ever, a later version is written by someone not so 

2. Hippolyte Delehaye, The Legends of the Saints; 
An Introduction to Hagiography, tr. V. Crawford (South 
Bend, 1961), p. 11. Originally published, 1907. 

3. Delehaye, p. 12. 



well-versed in the exact locale of the story, the natural 

trend is away from the individual and toward the abstract. 

Hippolyte Delehaye, one of the greatest of the 

Bollandists, has carefully analyzed the influences which 

shape the lives of the saints in his book, The Legends of 

the Saints. His work has helped students of the genre to 

see the influence of the popular mind on the development of 

legends, as well as the role of the hagiographer in record

ing traditions. As Delehaye points out, the popular mind 

is revealed in the legends it creates. The number of per

sonages and events of which any remembrance is preserved is 

few; the heroes do not exist side by side, but succeed each 

other; and the latest inherits all the greatness of his 

predecessors.^" This tendency to simplify explains much 

about the appearance of the same episode, slightly modified 

to fit the context, over and over again in the legends of 

the saints. Since all the saints practice all the virtues, 

the most vivid illustrations of each virtue are freely 

transferred from one historical personage to another with

out any sense of violation of the factual basis of history. 

A further result of the desire to simplify is the 

tendency to prefer the abstract over the individual. Mar

tyrs, confessors, and abbots are distinguishable by the 

application of different virtues according to the function 

Ij.. Delehaye, p. 17-



of the saint being described, but as the legend grows, the 

more detailed account of the individual is lost in his typ

icality. Every martyr has the same motivation and suffers 

the same trials; every confessor must have possessed all 

the virtues of his profession; every abbot is known for the 

same kinds of miracles. As Caesar personifies the Roman 

people and Alexander epitomizes the conqueror, so Lawrence 

is the martyr and the later Martin the missionary-bishop. 

Typicality is achieved primarily by repetition of estab

lished themes, miracles, and incidents which recur with 

almost monotonous regularity throughout the lives of the 

saints. The themes are few in number; what makes each life 

different is the choice of incidents to illustrate the 

themes. The popular emphasis upon the concrete, the 

material rather than the ideal, accounts for the importance 

of visions, prophecies, and miracles in the lives of the 

saints. Here again, it is chiefly by means of new combina

tions of familiar incidents that any appearance of variety 

is conferred on the different legends. The commonplaces 

are there to be drawn upon; the arrangement 'is the respon

sibility of the hagiographer. 

The hagiographer is first of all a teacher. Many 

hagiographic documents are designed to impress some reli

gious truth or some moral principle; so the author writes 

purely as a matter of teaching and does not pretend to be 



dealing with real facts. The presence of a saint is 

required to fortify his precepts by the appearance of 

authority. Many of the saints so created for the purpose 

of literature acquired a cult of their own and were trans

ferred from fiction to reality in the mind of the people. 

Didacticism was not reserved for the lives of fictional 

saints, however, for the overriding purpose of the hagiog-

rapher is to edify, not simply to interest. Influenced by 

the concept of history as a compilation of written sources 

rather than a search for the truth of the event, the hagi-

ographer creates a new form of literature which partakes at 

once of the nature of biography, panegyric, and moral 

instruction.^ Since it is not the duty of the panegyrist 

to include details in which his hero appears to less advan

tage, it follows that the hagiographer has the same freedom 

to depict the ideal rather than the truth. In so doing, he 

utilizes some device to give the appearance of verisimili

tude to his work. He may assume the role of a disciple of 

the saint he eulogizes or cite well-known names as his 

sources. He may draw upon written, oral, and pictorial 

tradition for his facts. From these sources, he derives a 

more or less faithful picture of the past and some traits 

of individual character.V He is frequently faced with a 

.5. Delehaye, p. 68. 

6. Delehaye, p. 
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dearth of material and must find some way to supplement it, 

especially since most saints' lives are written to meet a 

public demand for more information about a saint who is 

already receiving veneration. 

The process is essentially a simple one. A holy 

man dies, and the anniversary is noted by an archivist. 

Masses are held for the saint each year on the anniversary 

of his death, with the priest delivering a tribute to the 

saint, the details gathered from the memories of-his breth

ren. The archivist adds the details to the memorandum in 

the calendar to preserve the essentials for another year. 

As the cult of the saint grows, the church or monastery 

prospers from the influx of pilgrims. A single mass is 

expanded into a night's or a week's observation. The pros

perity which the saint has generated allows an expansion of 

the library and his groxfing popularity creates the need for 

a voluminous life, on parchment purchased by the prosperity 

he has created.' The calendar jottings and appended notes 

form the outline for the work, but much "Shore material is 

needed for a full-scale biography. The historian must 

therefore add some abstract saintly pictures from the lives 

of the past in his library, commonplaces and miracles that 

might reasonably be attributed to any saint. Since he has 

7. Charles V. Jones, Saints' Lives and Chronicles 
in Early England (Ithaca, 19lw)» P« 
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a basic outline for the biography, the hagiographer may 

develop his work by the use of other legends as models, by 

the appropriation of incidents from the work of other his

torians, even by the analysis of the situations and the 
O 

provision of a logical outcome for his saint. This does 

not constitute plagiarism, for one of the clearest points 

of the theology involved is that there is a community of 

saints, any member of which is capable of any of the acts 

and miracles attributed to any other member. This being 

the case, the hagiographer may reason without prejudice 

that his saint may well have performed a certain miracle 

which appears in another saint's history; therefore, that 

miracle may be told of him whether it is factual or not. 

The truth involved is on a higher level than mere technical 

accuracy. 

Thus the two elements, oral and written tradition, 

which influence the growth of a saint's legend work 

together toward the same end, the glorification of a mar

tyr, an ascetic, a confessor, or an abbot. Oral tradition 

supplies the initial impetus. A saint strikes the public 

fancy, and the popular imagination ascribes to him all the 

virtues and capabilities he might conceivably possess, pro

viding vivid examples of his powers, consolidating episodes 

and anecdotes told of earlier saints and present in the 

8. Delehaye, p. 93. 



widely-circulating trove of floating tradition, and assign

ing his name to prominent features of the topography, per

haps even remnants of the pagan holy places. This oral 

tradition furnishes the basis for the written version of 

the saint's life, giving a hard-pressed author the neces

sary material to begin a detailed exposition of the saint's 

biography. To this base, the hagiographer adds what he has 

garnered from his storehouse of written tradition. He 

gives the life a purpose and structure from his theological 

and rhetorical knowledge. Drawing on the legends of other 

saints for possibilities, he repeats lists of virtues com

posed to fit earlier legends, transfers incidents, and 

creates more examples of the saint's powers, derived from 

the transmitted patterns of other saints' lives. 

The necessary techniques are repetition and ampli

fication. Their eventual result is the creation of the 

ideal rather than the individual. In this creation, the 

tendencies of oral tradition and literary convention func

tion to the same end. Just as the popular imagination 

seeks simplicity, not individuality, in its saints, so the 

hagiographer desires the ideal rather than the particular. 

He is a public author fulfilling the demand of the faithful 

for instructive examples of virtue. He rearranges the 

material given him by oral tradition and makes clear the 

form within which he is working by the repetition of 
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passages from earlier specimens of written tradition. He 

amplifies the virtues of the saint by internal repetition 

of stock themes. Since he deals almost entirely in common

places, we have no right to expect originality. 

The original factor which focused the popular 

imagination on the saints' lives to begin with lies within 

the deeply-felt need for Christian heroes to supplant the 

classical and pagan heroes and to establish in their stead 

a new ideal for emulation by the followers of Christ. I do 

not mean to imply that there is at any point a one to one 

relationship between pagan heroes and Christian saints. 

Resemblance does not constitute identity. Rather, many of 

the legends of the saints assimilated aspects of the lives 

9 of earlier pagan heroes. The importance of the earlier 

heroes is to be found in their having existed at all, for 

hero-worship in an earlier age predisposed the converted 

soul to ready acceptance of the role of saints in the 

Christian dispensation. "What the hero is for the warlike 

society, the saint is for the spiritual world. The hero, 

in his literary treatment, expresses more than merely a man 

who had shown exceptional strength and courage in his life

time. He represents the myth of a man who raised himself 

9. For conflicting opinions on this question, see 
Gerould, p. l±2; Delehaye, pp. 165-166. 



to the gods.*^ In the same way, the saint is not only the 

ascetic or the martyr as he lived and died; he has a halo 

of glory about him which raises him to a superhuman symbol. 

The need,for Christian heroes is especially clear 

in the history of western Europe where the peoples who 

accepted Christianity, often under compulsion, would expect 

of their new Master and His saints powers no less than they 

had previously associated with their gods and heroes. The 

line of demarcation between gods and heroes was not clearly 

marked in the heathen theology. Heroic beings formed a 

class of superhuman mortals which corresponds approximately 

to the position of saints in the Church. Polytheism itself 

was but a delimitation, in one sense, of hero-worship.** 

Given the centrality of hero-worship in the pagan world-

view, the necessity for transference of that worship to 

Christian purposes becomes apparent. Originally, the need 

was met by the miracle stories of the Bible, but the popu

lar mind was not so easily satisfied, and miracle stories 

came to be told of the saints as well. The early Fathers 

of the Church were inclined to answer the demand for mira

cles by turning from the material manifestations of God's 

power to spiritual miracles worked in the souls of men. It 

was the lives of the founders of monasticism which gave the 

10. See Jan de Vries, Heroic Song and Heroic 
Legend, tr. B. J. Timmer (Oxford, 1963), pp. 152, 2l\l. 

11. Gerould, p. l}.2. 



miraculous such an important place in the stories of the 

1P saints. 

The conveyance of belief from pagan to Christian 

heroes was eased by the emphasis on the miraculous in much 

the same way that the liberal attitude of the Church 

towards the customs of converted races facilitated the 

adoption of Christian customs. When the missionaries werr 

met by wizardry, they performed miracles which made them 

appear to the people as wizards of greater power. Pagan 

feasts were displaced by Christian rites which retained all 

appropriate pagan customs associated with the same dates. 

Gregory the Great was probably the wisest of the Popes in 

this respect, as his letters and instructions to the work

ers in the field show, so it is no surprise that it was 

under his influence that the Golden Age of Northumbria pro

duced some of the most striking of English saints' lives. 

If the heroic 3ongs had a practical function in 

that their recitation at the beginning of a battle gave an 
l"j 

example to the men, for inspiration and emulation, J the 

saints' lives had their function in providing another type 

of the heroic life for the imitation of the faitjiful who 

heard their message. St. Paul's vision of Christian life 

12. See Bertram Colgrave, "Bede's Miracle 
Stories," in Bedet His Life, Times, and Writings, ed. A. 
Hamilton Thompson (New York, 1966), pp« 203-20I+. ~~ 

13. De Vries, p. l8l|.. 



13 

as warfare was all pervasive, and its application to the 

lives of the saints emphasized the same qualities which so 

uplifted the pagan heroes. The virtues of the warrior were 

the subject of heroic song; greatness was measured in terms 

of heroic combat. ̂  The concept of the warrior was trans

ferred to the Christian saints, who fought heroically on a 

spiritual plane. The martyr, for instance, in the manner 

of Germanic saga faces a last battle against overwhelming 

odds. The hero's combat with dragons is transformed into 

15 the saint's battle with demons. ^ In these ways the Chris

tian hero took over much of the established pattern of an 

heroic life and turned it to new purpose. That purpose was 

the instruction of the faithful. The saints' lives were 

read each day to the monastics who were thus encouraged to 

demonstrate equal heroism within their vocation. 

The function of "the saints' lives within the monas

tery was another pressure for their regularization by the 

employment of convention. Obviously, a written life which 

followed the rules was more easily comprehended than a 

report of floating tradition might bej so the monastic 

authors strove for a definite form that would bespeak their 

subjects. This form was established for saints* lives in 

the West, according to the established view, by Evagrius' 

llj.. Clinton Albertson, Anglo-Saxon Saints and 
Heroes (New York, 1967), p. 22. 

15« De Vries, pp. 210-22b and Albertson, p. 23. 
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translation into Latin of Athanasius1 Greek Life of St. 

Antony. The actual extent of the literary influence of the 

Life of St. Antony has never been accurately determined. 

As Kurtz states: "Unsupported assertion and vague general

ization as to the incidence of this influence have passed 
1 A 

current in scholarship." The position of the Life of St. 

Antony as the first saint's life of any moment seems to 

have established the work as the original model in the 

field, but few scholars have considered the larger phases 

of the Life in relationship to the later Lives. Scholarly 

acceptance without analysis has led to such mistaken assur

ance as that with which Colgrave assigns the Vita Sancti 

Guthberti auctore anonymo to "the regular pattern of the 

saints' lives written on the Antonian model.The asser

tion is demonstrably incorrect, but it serves well as an 

example of the traditional estimate of the Life of St. 

Antony as the major influence on the composition of the 

saints' lives which followed it. 

Certainly, the basic structure of the Antonian Life 

is followed by many later lives. The arrangement involves 

a prologue, in which the author humbly declares his lack of 

16. Benjamin Kurtz, From St. Antony to St. Guth-
lac: A Study in Biography, University of California 
Publications in Modern Philology, XII (1926), p. 127• 

17. Bertram Colgrave, ed., Two Lives of St. Cuth-
bert (Cambridge, 191j.O), p. 310, n. 



eloquence and his inability to carry out the task set him 

by his superior. The life itself consists of a description 

of the youth and vocation of the saint, his virtues, his 

search for solitude, his asceticism, his firm defense 

against the attacks of the devil, and his miracles and 

prophecies. The life ends with a detailed account of the 

last exhortations of the saint to his followers, his death, 

l8 and the miracles performed at his tomb. Since the lives 

are chronographic almost by necessity, this ordering seems 

most logical, although other arrangement of details is 

possible. To what extent the Life of St. Antony was 

responsible for the adoption of chronological ordering in 

later saints' lives is impossible to determine, although, 

because of its widespread popularity, it may well have had 

an influence. 

The details of construction, particularly the 

repeated recourse to the saint's sermons, are simply not 

present in the majority of the later lives generally con

sidered to be Antonian. The most important teachings of 

the Life of St. Antony, intellectual serenity and modera

tion in ascetic discipline, are not nearly typical of later 

18. Kurtz, passim. 
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19 lives. If one considers each of the principal saints1 

lives from St. Antony to St. Cuthbert individually, as 

Kurtz does in his study, it quickly becomes apparent that 

Antonian influence in structure and theme is much less than 

it is usually held to be. 

The Life of St. Antony v/as written by Athanasius of 

20 
Alexandria between 356 and 3&2 in Greek. The Latin 

translation of Athanasius' work was made by Evagrius of 

Antioch within five years of the original Life. It v/as 

this Latin version, following the Greek closely in spirit 

and form, which was to become the best-known of the early 

lives of ascetics. The Life of St. Antony departs from the 

classical tradition of biography exemplified by Plutarch 

and Suetonius, largely because the life of a saint could 

not well be fitted to the same sort of rubrics as the lives 

21 of emperors, and mainly corrupt emperors at that. German 

scholars have distinguished two main elements in Greek and 

Roman biography, which they have called ChronoloRle and 

Eidologle. Chronologie is the narrative account of a man's 

19. In this and the following assessment of the 
various saints' lives considered of major import in the 
history of the genre, I am following closely the arguments 
of Benjamin Kurtz in the work cited above. 

20. Mary Emily Keenan, S. C. N., tr., Life of St. 
Antony, in Early Christian Biographies, ed. Roy J. 
Deferrari (New York, 19^2), pp. 133-216. 

21. G. B. Townend, "Suetonius and his Influence," 
in Latin Biography, ed. T. A. Dorey (New York, 1967), p. 97. 
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career, containing his accomplishments in peace and war, in 

a chronological sequence. Eidologie is the classified 

account of deeds, incidents, habits, and sayings illustra

tive of his character without any chronological relation-

22 ship to each other. Within this scheme there may be 

considerable overlapping. Plutarch, for instance, usually 

narrates chronologically, but he suspends the narrative 

from time to time to concentrate on the illustration of his 

hero's character by various means. Characterization is 

illustrated by collections of sayings, incidents selected 

from a man's career, reported conversations, descriptions 

of entertainments, the man's style of writing, the lavish-

21 ness of his gifts, or the frugality of his daily life. 

Suetonius follows much the same pattern, with more emphasis 

on general pattern of classification.^ The significant 

aspect of both biographers' work is their technique of 

revealing the character as it had already been established 

rather than showing the development of a character as it 

was accomplished. The Life of St. Antony differs most 

importantly from this approach in that St. Antony's 

22. See Friedrich Leo, Die griechisch-romische 
Biographie nach ihrer literarischen Form "(Leipzig, 1901), 
pp. 170-192. 

23- A. J. Gossage, "Plutarch," in Latin Biography, 
pp. 57-60. 

21+. Townend, pp. 82-83. 



biography is consciously designed to illustrate the process 

of growth in spiritual power and the formation of the 

required virtues of the saint. The character is not 

revealed but developed. The difference in purpose consti

tutes the primary departure from Greek and Latin biography 

of the earlier period and indicates the basic distinction 

between the lives of famous men and the lives of saints. 

The emphasis of the Life of St. Antony on the sanc

tity of the eremites and cenobites who suffered for the 

faith in a different way from the passion of the early mar

tyrs was carried a step further by Jerome's Life of St. 

Paul of Thebes, written between 363 and 3&9. This St. 

Paul, Jerome believed, was the first Christian hermit, 

antedating St. Antony by several years. The Life of St. 

Paul, however, was professedly written on the pattern of 

the Evagrian Life of St. Antony, translated some seven to 

thirteen years earlier. The outline of St. Paul's life is 

essentially that of St. Antony's, but several important 

elements of the Antonian story are missing. St. Paul is 

depicted as of the same personality as St. Antony, gentle 

and God-fearing. He makes two moves in search of greater 

solitude, as did St. Antony, but his primary motive is per

sonal safety rather than sanctity. St. Paul, too, receives 

25. Marie Liguori Ewald, tr., Early Christian 
Biographies, pp. 225-238. 
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assurance of salvation and foreknowledge of his death, but 

the rest of the story does not resemble the Life of St. 

Antony. There is no clear vocation, ascetic practices are 

not described in detail, and healing and prophecy, with the 

crowds such miracles bring to the saint, are not mentioned. 

The sermon and the valedictory are not included. On the 

basis of the missing elements, as well as the lack of any 

encounter with the demons which are so important in St. 

Antony's life, there seems to be little or no direct influ

ence in any specific sense. The resemblances are too 

slight and too insignificant to call the Life of St. Paul 

Antonian in structure or theme. The only major element the 

two lives have in common is the chronological ordering of 

the narrative; and the Life of St. Antony can hardly be the 

decisive factor in Jerome's choice of this arrangement. 
O A 

The Life of St. Hilarion, also by Jerome and com

posed around 390, is a different matter. Here the Antonian 

model is clearly influential. St. Hilarion's life includes 

the vocation, the quest for solitude, demonic adventures, 

ascetic practices, miracles, adoring crowds, foreknowledge 

of death, and the valedictory. 1-ftiat is different is the 

emphasis on sensationalism. tThere St. Antony's attacking 

demons have a psychological ordering comparable to the 

26. Marie Liguori Ewald, tr., Early Christian 
Biographies, pp. 21^.5-280. 



20 
27 assorted temptations a solitary had to overcome, St. 

Hilarion's demons are not ordered in meaning, but seem to 

be more a haphazard compilation of all sorts of devil 

stories included to demonstrate the saint's strength rather 

than present a visual explication of the hermit's progress 

to self-subjugation. It should be noted that Jerome 

reports that the incorrupt body of the saint was discovered 

at his translation a year after death. This is apparently 

the first introduction into hagiography of the folk story 

of the undecayed corpse. 

The Life of St. Martin by Sulpicius Severus was 

composed between 392 and probably nearer the earlier 
pQ 

date. Its tone and spirit are close to the Life of St. 

Antony, but its structure is not derivative. Because St. 

Martin was a bishop, his biography is not open to an 

insistence on solitude and discipline, but he does seek 

retirement from the world at every opportunity. The teach

ings of his life parallel the Antonian serenity and modera

tion. "He was, indeed, the very sort of servant of God 

i.29 that Athanasius had exalted. The structure of the work, 

however, does not display the same influence as does the 

27. See Kurtz, pp. 109-111. 

28. Bernard M. Peebles, tr., Sulpicius Severus: 
Writings (New York, 19lj-9), pp. 101-1^0. 

29. Kurtz, p. 132. 
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theme. St. Martin's religious inclination is described, 

but his actual vocation is only hinted at. His youth and 

experiences in the military furnish several anecdotes, but 

the author moves from those experiences to the relation of 

miracles without recounting the successive steps of St. 

Martin's growth in spirituality. Not much stress is laid 

on prophecy, although the stories of his miracles are many. 

The demonology of the vjork appears towards its close, quite 

out of its place and function in the Antonian scheme. 

There is no account of St. Martin's death. Sulpicius 

Severus is like Jerome in his romantic interest in devils 

and miracles, but he follows Athanasius in his appreciation 

of the ideals of serenity and moderation. 

The Life of St. Ambrose by Paulinus of Milan, 

written shortly after the death of the saint in 397» lies 

completely outside the Antonian tradition. Although 

Paulinus mentions Athanasius, Jerome, and Sulpicius Severus 

as models for biography in the preface, the life in no way 

follows the works of its avowed prototypes. It is rather a 

reflective, considered memoir of a personal friend. Mira

cles are mentioned, but there is no stress laid upon them. 

St. Ambrose is presented as a good man, a good bishop, and 

a successful diplomat. His involvement in the advancement 

30. John A. Lacy, tr., Early Christian Biographies, 
pp. 31-66. 
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of the church by the conversion of rulers and his strong 

influence on the secular affairs of the empire are his out

standing- traits. The life dwells at length on Paulinus' 

ovm reactions to the problems with which St. Ambrose dealt. 

Neither structure nor theme bears any relationship to the 

Life of St. Antony. The work glorifies its subject more as 

a man than a saint. 

The Historia monachorum. written about L|.00, and the 

Historia lauslacat composed by I4.2O, contain nothing that 

can be compared with the Life of St. Antony. The lives are 

not full biographies, do not have a perceptible method, and 

are somewhat monotonous. There is no apparent Antonian 

influence. 

The Life of St. Augustine, written by Possidius 

shortly after I4.3O, also lies outside the Antonian tradi-
•31 

tion. Its subject is not the attainment of sanctity, but 

the victories, customs, and attitudes of a great bishop of 

the Church. The majority of the chapters are devoted to 

the various heresies met and defeated by St. Augustine in 

his bishopric. His conduct of household affairs, use of 

church revenues, intercession on behalf of prisoners, 

attendance at councils, and influence within the ecclesias

tical structure are all analyzed in some detail, material 

31. Mary Magdeleine Muller, 0. S. P., and Roy J. 
Deferrari, tr., Early Christian Biographies, pp. 71-121}.. 
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which would hardly be considered in connection with an 

Antonian life. St. Augustine is the man of affairs, a 

powerful and energetic administrator of the Church, but his 

sainthood is not based on the solitary asceticism and 

miracles of St. Antony,- and there is no correlation between 

the two lives in structure or theme. There is a somewhat 

extended death scene, but it does not contain a valedic

tory. Indeed, the author is more concerned with the pro

visions of St. Augustine's will than his parting words to 

his disciples. 

The Life of St. Pachomius, at least the Latin com

pilation based on the earlier Greek life and the Asceticon 

of Pachomius, was composed by Dionysius Exiguus early in 

the sixth century. ̂  "While loosely following the Antonian 

structure, this life is primarily a history of the begin

nings of monasticism in Egypt. The main interest of the 

work is institutional. Many of the chapters are concerned 

with the origin and extension of the Rule of Pachomius and 

the building of monasteries rather than the personal virtue 

of their titular subject. This intrusion of matter proper 

to the history of the founder of a Rule is alien to the 

spirit of the Life of St. Antony and effectually removes 

this life from the Antonian tradition, although the outline 

32. D. Cuthbert Butler, ed., Palladii Historia 
Lausiaca (Cambridge, 1898), I» 59 ff. 
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of the Antonian structure is present. Mere similarity of 

outline does not establish a given life as Antonian without 

the more important details of developing spirituality and 

the basic concept of serenity and moderation within the 

monastic life. 

The various collections of short notices concerning 

the lives of assorted saints and fathers of the early 

Church, such, as Gregory of Tours' De gloria confessorum and 

Vitae patrum, follow in the path of the Historia lausiaca 

and the Historia monachorum and are, therefore, largely 

outside the saints' lives tradition. These brief lives and 

lists of miracles may have provided a source for additions 

and amplifications of later full-scale lives, but in their 

original form, they do not represent a developed biography 

consonant with those we have been discussing. 

The last major saint's life to appear before the 

composition of the two early versions of the Life of St. 

Cuthbert occupies the second book of Gregory the Great's 

Dialogues. written toward the close of the sixth century.^3 

The other three dialogues are collections of miracles 

related to affirm the saintliness of the Italians as heirs 

to the earlier Egyptian ascetics. They form an extensive 

compendium of types of miracles and provide authority for 

33- Odo John Zimmerman, tr., Saint Gregory the 
Great; Dialogues (New York, 1959), pp~ j^T-llO. 



later usage, but the miracle stories Gregory tells in the 

first, third, and fourth dialogues are in support of his 

thesis that examples of supernatural powers have not dis

appeared vrith the passing of the Ascetic Age of Egyptian 

monasticism and do not even attempt to present full biog

raphies of the saints who perform them. Only in the second 

dialogue does he follow a chronological ordering of the 

life of a particular saint, Benedict. 

The spirit of the Life of St. Benedict is largely 

Antonian, while its structure is partly in that tradition. 

The moderation and serenity of St. Benedict's character are 

carefully displayed. His dissatisfaction with learning and 

decision to leave the world are combined viith his two with

drawals in search of solitude. Passing the test of one 

major assault of lust in the form of demons, St. Benedict 

immediately becomes a master of virtue and begins to per

form miracles. St. Benedict foretells the day of his death 

and has assurance of salvation. All these episodes are 

informed by the Antonian virtues and seem to be logically 

descended from the Antonian life. An analysis of the 

structure, however, indicates a deep divergence from the 

organization of the Life of St. Antony. There is no defi

nite vocation. The lists of youthful virtues and ascetic 

practices are omitted, as well as the sermon and valedic

tory which play such a large part in St. Antony's biography 
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More telling is the lack of psychological realism in the 

demonology, for Gregory makes the one encounter with and 

defeat of lust the only test St. Benedict must pass to 

achieve spiritual majority. The other significant omis

sion, connected with the reduction of the number of tempta

tions, is the lack of a description of the steps by which 

St. Benedict achieves virtue. This life forms a curious 

bridge between the Antonian form of hagiography, with its 

emphasis on the means of achieving sanctity, and the later 

medieval concern with miracles in profusion included in 

lives which deal primarily with the mature powers of the 

saints. The life Gregory described is both within and 

without the Antonian tradition. Commemorating the Antonian 

virtues, it forsakes the Antonian f orm. 

The Irish saints' lives of the seventh century also 

depart from the Antonian tradition, although the earliest, 

that composed by Jonas of Bobbio about St. Columban of 

Bangor and St. Gall, mentions the lives of St. Antony, St. 

Paul, St. Hilarion, and St. Martin as patterns for his 

work. Jonas follows Antonian structure in part, but adds 

several important incidents concerning the birth of the 
- - - \ 

3if. Kurtz disagrees with this estimate of 
Gregory's work. See pp. 135-136. 
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saint and several animal stories. St. Coluinban's asceti

cism is extreme, thus setting the theme of this life apart 

from the Antonian mainstream. Prom a purely structural 

standpoint, there are the important omissions of demonolo-

gical realism, a specimen discourse, a valedictory, and 

death scene. The outstanding trait of the life of St. 

Columban is its concentration on miracles and asceticism. 

It does not treat the one as an outgrowth of the other but 

relates both as examples of sanctity. The shift in the 

purpose of the incidents gives the life a new tone, one not 

found in earlier saints' lives. This particularly Irish 

approach to the art of hagiography is continued in the 

Latin lives of St. Patrick by Tirechan and Muirchu. 

Miracles, the joy of the religious life, vision, and proph

ecy are the main centers of interest. This approach is 

37 also apparent in Adaranan's Life of St. Columba, which is 

mainly a collection of angelic visitations, miracles, and 

prophecies, although it does refer briefly to a vocation 

and ascetic practices, and contains a long death scene. 

35. Monumenta Germaniae Historica: Scriptores 
rerum Merovingicarum, Vitae Columbani abbatis discipulorum-
aue eius libri duo auctore lona, ed. Bruno Krusch, IV 
(1902), pp. 1-15T2J VII (1920), pp. 822-827. 

36. Preserved in the Book of Armagh. See John 
Gwynn, ed., Liber Ardmachanus, The Book of Armagh edited 
with Introduction ajad Appendices (Dublin, 1913)* 

37. Alan Orr and Marjorie Ogilvie Anderson, 
Adomnan's Life of Coltimba (Edinburgh, 1961). 
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The anonymous Life of St. Cuthbert, written between 

698 and 705, falls within the Irish tradition, with all its 

love of marvels.The miracles, prophecies and visions 

take the place of spiritual struggle and development. The 

life stresses the fulfilled sanctity of its subject, rather 

than the struggle to achieve spiritual perfection. The 

anonymous Life served as the substantive source for Bede's 

prose version of the same life, which was composed some 

twenty years later, around 721.^ The contrast between the 

two indicates clearly the differences between the Irish and 

the Antonian traditions. Bede deliberately remolds the 

simpler, more localized biography to conform to the liter

ary conventions of the Antonian form. In so doing, he 

realizes much of the plan and spirit of the Life of St. 

Antony, while removing much of the detail and personality 

of the more Irish Life of St. Cuthbert.^ 

It should be apparent from this rapid survey of the 

major saints' lives before the eighth century that the tra

ditional view of the Life of St. Antony as the primary 

force in the literary shaping of hagiographical lore is 

inaccurate. The supposed influence cannot be proven if the 

major lives are studied in any detail, and the accepted 

38. Colgrave, Two Lives, pp. 60-139. 

39. Colgrave, Two Lives, pp. llj.2-307. 

Ij.0. See below, chapter Ij.. 



dominance of the Antonian form cannot be supported by any 

close analysis of the lives generally assumed to be written 

in its mold. In place of an all-pervading Antonian influ

ence, there seem to be three distinct groupings of patterns 

in the early lives of the saints. The Antonian struggle 

for sainthood as related by Athanasius coexists with the 

reflective, personal biographies closer to the classical 

Alexandrian form. The lives of St. Ambrose and St. 

Augustine, for instance, would fall into this type. More 

important for the English saints' lives of the seventh and 

eighth centuries are the lives of St. Martin and St. Bene

dict. Sulpicius Severus and Gregory paid lip service to 

the necessity for acquiring virtue, but they were far more 

interested in the exercise of spirituality after it had 

been secured. The interest in the fruits of sainthood is 

echoed in the Irish saints' lives and, by direct descent 

from the Irish attitudes, the life of the earliest English 

saint, St. Cuthbert. 

The common interest in asceticism and miracles can

not be directly attributed to the influence of the Life of 

St. Antony, but is rather the natural trait of the genre. 

All saints have certain qualities in common; the appearance 

of those characteristics in all forms within the lives is 

therefore to be expected. What makes the difference is the 

organization of a particular life so as to emphasize that 
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aspect of saintliness which seems most important to its 

author. Stressing one facet of a saint's virtue, an author 

must choose a structure which will permit the affirmation 

he desires. The choice lies betx*een the means of acquiring 

virtue and the full expression of acquired virtue, and the 

incidents and examples an author includes are determined by 

that choice. Some conventions appear in all lives, notably 

the expression of the author's unworthiness and his reli

ance upon authority, but these conventions are so wide

spread that one cannot argue direct influence because of 

their presence. Since the classical biographies soon died 

out, the basic patterns resolved into what may be called 

the Irish tradition and the Egyptian practice. Determined 

classicists, such as Bede, returned to the Life of St. 

Antony as the authoritative source for theme and structure 

in hagiography, while others less-learned followed the 

simpler, more cheerful themes of the Irish. 

Both traditions operated to the same end, that of 

the conventional presentation of the ideal.^ The theo

logical concept of the community of saints and shared capa

bility provided sound doctrinal grounds for the inclusion 

of miracles, prophecies, and visions from all sources, and 

1*1. See Theodor V7olpers, Die englische Heiligen-
legende des Mittelalter3 (Tubingen, I96I4J, pp. 36-lj.O, for a 
thorough discussion of the various factors operative in the 
movement of the legends from localized detail to general
ized convention. 
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the popular imagination supplied the framework upon which 

the various incidents were hung. The raw materials of the 

folk-created legends were given shape by the conventions of 

the author-created tradition. The two together determined 

the substance, form, and purpose of the medieval saints' 

lives. 



CHAPTER 2 

ST. CUTHBERT AND HIS TIMES 

Northumbria in the seventh century was the center 

of fundamental political and ecclesiastical changes. Into 

that century were crowded the establishment of the Church 

in England, the origins of a sense of English unity, the 

genesis of English literature, of architecture, of educa

tion, of Christian civilization in all its branches. In 

all these matters, the kingdom of Northumbria played a 

leading part, primarily because of its political ascendancy 

during this time. The interrelationship of politics and 

religion during the Anglo-Saxon period is nowhere better 

illustrated than in Northumbria, where the major questions 

in dispute between the Roman and the Celtic branches of the 

Church were resolved, with far-reaching effects on the 

development of the English nation. 

By the beginning of the seventh century, two king

doms of Angles were established in the land between the 

2 Forth and the Humber. The two kingdoms, Deira and 

1. See R. H. Hodgkins, A History of the Anglo-
Saxons (Oxford, 1935)» 2f4.l4.-302. 

2. For the origin of the name Northumbria, see J. 
N. L. Myres in Roman Britain and the English Settlements by 
R. G. Collingwood and J. N. L. Myreli (Oxford, 193°)> PP» 
i4.ll ff. j Sir Frank Stenton, Anglo-Saxon England (Oxford, 
19^3), P. 32. 

32 



Bernicia, were associated with equally ancient dynasties 
•j 

claiming separate descent from Woden, but the Bernician 

dynasty first brought the two Anglian peoples of the north 

into a single kingdom. The continuous history of North-

umbria, and indeed of England, begins with the reign of 

Aethelfrith, King of Bernicia, x*ho not only united the two 

kingdoms under his rule, but also conquered the British 

tribes north of him and carried his"standard as far west as 

Chester, where he defeated the Britons in 603, thus effec

tively separating the Britons of Wales from their com

patriots in the north. Aethelfrith1s victory did not mean 

that the surrounding country was added to his kingdom. 

Within three years, or less, he was overthrown by Raedwald, 

King of the East Angles, on behalf of Edwin, heir of the 

kingdom of Deira. Edwin was accepted as king in Bernicia 

as well as Deira, and within a few years he had become 

overlord not only of Northumbria but of all the English 

peoples south of the Humber. 

Edwin's overlordship marks an important stage in 

the movement of the English peoples towards unity. His 

rule first brought the southern kingdoms into definite 

association with Northumbria.^" In the year 625 he married 

3. See Stenton, pp. 75-76, for genealogical evi
dence and historical background of the two lines. 

I4.. Stenton, pp. 79-80. 
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a Christian, Aethilberg, daughter of Aethelberht of Kent. 

Edwin promised that his wife's religion would be respected, 

and that he would consider the question of changing his ovm 

beliefs. Accordingly, Aethilberg brought with her the 

missionary Paulinus, a Roman priest who had come to England 

with the mission of 601, and who was consecrated bishop at 

Canterbury before he went north with the queen. Within a 

few months, he won the king over from heathenism to Chris

tianity. Bede's moving narrative of the progress of 

Edwin's conversion, with its famous analogy comparing human 

existence to the flight of a sparrow through a lighted 

hall, is based on a floating tradition whose truth is not 

verifiable, but it is evidence of a very early tradition 

that Edwin regarded his baptism as the satisfaction of a 
c 

debt of honor for an earlier deliverance from danger. On 

Easter Eve 627 Edwin was baptized at York in a little 

wooden church dedicated to St. Peter, which he had built 

for the occasion. 

A rapid, if superficial, extension of Christianity 

followed in the north during the six years in which Edwin 

and Paulinus worked together for the conversion of North-

umbria. Utilizing the royal villages, the centers of local 

administration, as bases for his evangelism, Paulinus 

$. See A Life of Pope St. Gregory the Great writ
ten by a Monk of Whitby, ed. F. A. Gasquet (London, 1922), 
p. 20. 
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baptized vast numbers of the people. The work, however, 

had been done too quickly to be permanent under adverse 

conditions. In October of 632, Edwin was defeated at 

Hatfield by Cadivallon, a British King of Gwynedd in North 

Wales, and Penda, King of Mercia. Paulinus escaped to 

Kent, where he received the vacant bishopric of Rochester, 

but his flight meant the collapse of the Christian struc

ture which he had built up. During the year that followed, 

the two Northumbrian kingdoms fell apart. Osric succeeded 

to the throne of Deira and Eanfrith to that of Bernicia. 

Both these kings forsook Christianity, carrying all their 

people with them. 

In the following year, 633, Oswald, son of Aethel-

frith of Bernicia, defeated Cadwallon, and, as soon as he 

was secure in power, sent to Iona for a bishop to help him 

in the reconversion of his kingdom. During the reign of 

Edwin, Oswald and his brother Oswiu had spent some years of 

exile in Iona; so it was natural for him to turn to that 

monastery for aid. The new mission had an unfortunate 

beginning. According to Bede, the first missionary sent by 

the authorities in Iona was unsuitable. Too austere and 

too impatient, he returned soon to Iona, saying he could do 

nothing with a people of "durae ac barbarae mentis."^ A 

6. Bede, Historia ecclesiastica gentis anglorum, 
in Venerabilis Baedae: Opera Historica, ed. Charles 
Plummer (Oxford, 1896), III, 5. 
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monk named Aidan, however, proposing in council a milder, 

more patient approach, was consecrated bishop and sent to 

the vacant field. Oswald established Aidan and his follow

ers in Lindisfarne, now called Holy Island, which could be 

reached at low tide by crossing three miles of wet sand, 

but at high tide was cut off from the mainland and was not 

7 unlike Iona in physical appearance.' It was only five 

miles from Bamburgh, the royal city and center of Oswald's 

rule. 

Oswald was the first of the native English saints. 

He returned from the refuge at Iona with a few faithful 

followers who had shared his exile and his baptism. At 

Heavenfield, before the battle with Cadwallon, Oswald 

erected a large cross of rough timber--the first, according 

to Bede, to be erected in Bernicia. His army, at his com

mand, knelt before this cross with Oswald himself invoking 

St. Columba. The victory which followed vras but the first 

of innumerable miracles attributed to Oswald's cross. The 

period which followed Oswald's accession and his establish

ment of the Celtic mission on Lindisfarne was considered by 

Bede a kind of golden age, largely because of the harmony 

and co-operation which existed between the king and his 

bishop. Oswald never forgot what he had learned at Iona. 

7. Bertram Colgrave, "St. Cuthbert and His Times," 
in The Relics of St. Cuthbert, ed. Francis Battiscorab& 
(Durham, 195&), P« ll"̂  
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"When Aidan, who was not proficient in the English tongue, 

preached the Gospel, the king himself interpreted the ser-
Q 

mon. The relationship between the king and the missionary-

saint is indicated in the familiar story which relates how 

Aidan, as he sat at table with the king on Easter Day, 

blessed the hand of Oswald which had just presented to the 

9 poor a silver dish containing the king's own meal. When 

Oswald, like Edwin, fell to the heathen king Penda, the 

head and arms of Oswald were severed from the trunk, but 

the legend of the uncorrupted flesh of the king's right 

hand persisted for centxiries. The battle of Maserfield 

ended Oswald's earthly career, but the dead king was 

quickly canonized by the people, and his corpse, decapi

tated and dismembered, helped to propagate the new religion 

as effectually as Oswald the living king.^ 

Although the period of calm which extended through

out Oswald's reign was of short duration, the work oT 

evangelization carried on for those eight years was of 

great strength and endurance. Its success may be attri

buted to the force of character which belonged to Aidan, as 

well as to his methods. Aidan was an ascetic evangelist, 

8. Bede, H. E., III, 3. 

9. Bede, H. E., III, 6. Numquam inveterescat haec 
mantis. 

10. Bede, H. E., III, 9-13-
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completely indifferent to the dignity of a bishop, but 

influential among all ranks of men because of his humility 

and devotion. Bede praises him for his gentleness and 

piety, his compassion for the poor, his detachment from the 

world, and the courage with which he rebuked the sins of 

the rich.^ His primary quality was "discretionis, quae 

12 virtutum mater est." Assisted by volunteers from Iona, 

who came in numbers throughout the early part of the 

mission, Aidan followed the Celtic practice of training a 

group of twelve disciples with close and careful personal 

attention, and then sending them out to form their own 

groups of individual disciples, each of whom could in turn 

establish another personal group. As Hodgkins puts it: 

"It was the idea of the comitatus applied to Religion, and 

applied in such a way that the bands of trained followers 

could increase like a snowball. In practical terms, 

this method meant a slower and more individual process than 

the mass conversions and baptisms which had been the prac

tice of Paulinus. It was, however, one of the most impor

tant reasons for the success of the Celtic mission. 

The death of Oswald in 6l\.l did not mean the end of 

this mission as the fall of Edwin had meant the end of the 

11. Bede, H. E. , III, 3, 5, llj., 17. 

12. Bede, H. E. , III, 

13. Hodgkins, p. 291. 
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Roman mission in Northumbria. Although the two Anglian 

kingdoms again fell apart, Bernicia coming into the power 

of Oswiu, Oswald's brother, while Deira was ruled by 

Oswini, son of Osric, the king of Deira who had been killed 

by Cadwallon in 635, Aidan had so firmly established his 

own position and that of Lindisfarne that there was no 

interference with the work in progress. Indeed, Aidan 

seems to have been especially dear to Oswini, the king who 

gave Aidan a horse and persuaded him to abandon the 

Scottish fashion of making his missionary journeys on foot. 

Then, when Aidan gave the horse to the first beggar he met, 

Oswini reacted with anger. The saint's reply, "Quid 

loqueris, rex? Numquid tibi carior est ille filius equae, 

quam ille filius Dei?"^ (VJhat say you, King? Is that son 

of a mare more dear to you than that son of God?) moved the 

king to repentance, and he fell down at Aidan's feet, 

begging forgiveness. This story gives us an insight into 

the character of both king and bishop, as well as some 

understanding of the firmness with which both Oswini and 

Oswiu supported their faith as embodied in the Celtic 

Church and its saints. 

Faith, however, was not proof against ambition. In 

651 Oswiu, who wished to reunite the kingdoms of Bernicia 

and Deira under his control, attacked Oswini and compelled 

llj.. Bede, H. E. , III, ll+. My translation. 
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him to talce flight. Oswini was murdered, with Oswiu's con

nivance, in August of that year, but the death of the rival 

king did not result in the unification of Northumbria, for 

the people of Deira chose for their king a son of Oswald 

and placed themselves under the protection of Penda for the 

next three years. 

Aidan died on Lindisfarne twelve days after the 

death of his friend, Oswini. His work was finished. He 

had re-established Christianity in Northumbria, made 

Lindisfarne into a training-school for men who were to 

exercise influence in Northumbria for many years after the 

synod of Whitby had accepted Roman traditions, and founded 

monasteries which would be great missionary centers 

throughout the land. The practice of the Irish church to 

which Aldan belonged differed from the prevailing custom of 

the "West on many points of ecclesiastical order, but even 

Bede, champion of Roman orthodoxy, was compelled to grant 

15 
Aidan sainthood. His humility, his ascetic life, and the 

missionary enthusiasm which inspired him and his followers 

left their mark on the Northumbrian Church and influenced 

its leaders long after the North was once more in touch 

with Rome. 

It is with Aidan1s death that Cuthbert enters the 

history of Northumbria, for it was said that it was a 

15- Bede, H. E., III, 17. 
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vision of Aidan's soul rising to heaven which induced the 

young man to enter the near-by monastery of Old Melrose. 

Pacts about Cuthbert's parentage and youth are few. The 

date of his birth is not known, but he was probably an 

infant when Aidan established himself at Lindisfarne. The 

incidents of his early life as reported by his anonymous 

biographer in the Vita written around 700 indicate his rank 

as that of some degree of nobility, as may be argued from 

his possession of a horse and a spear, his time of military 

service, and his placement as a child with a foster-

mother. Riding on horseback at this time was the privi

lege of the nobility in Ireland and probably in northern 

England too. The restriction explains why Aidan preferred 

to travel on foot so as to put himself on an equal basis 

17 with those to whom he was preaching. ' Cuthbert's military 

service, which probably took place during one of Penda's 

raids on Northumbria, is of little weight in arriving at 

any determination of Cuthbert's probable rank since it is 

uncertain to what extent ceorls took part in fighting. 

More persuasive is the description of Cuthbert tending 

sheep cum aliis pastoribus at the time of his decision to 

X0 
enter the monastery. This classification as a shepherd 

16. See Stenton, p. 287, n. 2. 

17. Colgrave, "St. Cuthbert," p. 121. 

V. A.. I, 5. 
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with other shepherds would seem to place Cuthbert outside 

the nobility. The question cannot be resolved, since there 

are equally strong indications in both directions, and no 

early or authoritative biography states clearly what Cuth-

19 bert's social rank was. 

Moved by his vision to seek the monastic life, 

Cuthbert went to Melrose, where he was received by the 

prior Boisil (St. Boswell). When the Abbot Eata, disciple 

of Aidan, returned from a journey, Boisil obtained per

mission for Cuthbert to receive the tonsure and be accepted 

20 as a brother of the monastery. It is highly probable 

that at Melrose at this time he would have received the 

Celtic form of tonsure. The tonsure was one of the most 

obvious differences between the Celtic and the Roman 

Churches. The Celtic tonsure seems to have been a shaving 

of the hair to a line from ear to ear behind which the hair 

was grown, while the Petrine or Roman tonsure was round and 

on the crown of the head, in the shape of the Crown of 

21 Thorns. 

While Cuthbert was learning the fundamentals of 

monastic life at Melrose, Oswiu was preparing for the 

19. See Colgrave, Two Lives, p. 3*44, for & dis
cussion of Cuthbert's social position. 

20. See Colgrave, "St. Cuthbert,11 p. 122, n. 3. 

21. Eddius, Life of Wilfrid, ed. Bertram Colgrave 
(Cambridge, 1927), ch. "6". 
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inevitable clash with Penda. This came in 65lj.. Penda col

lected a large army and, with Aethelhere of East Anglia and 

a considerable force of Britons led by Cadafael of Gwynedd, 

met Oswiu near an unknown stream called V/inwaed, somewhere 
pp 

in the country around Leeds. Oswiu was greatly out

numbered and in despair at the odds against him. On the 

eve of the battle, he promised to devote his daughter 

Aelfflaed to God's service and to assign twelve estates to 

religious uses if he obtained victory. The next day he won 

"one of the decisive battles of Anglo-Saxon history. 

Penda and Aethelhere were killed, v/hile Cadafael escaped to 

his own country, and Oswiu became suzerain of Mercia and 

overlord of all the tribes of southern England. Mercia 

remained under Northumbrian rule until three Mercian eal-

dormen discovered a son of Penda named Y/ulfhere in 657 and 

proclaimed him king of the Mercians, From then on Mercia 

and the south of England passed from Oswiu1s control. For 

the rest of his reign, which ended in 670, he appears as a 

great Northumbrian king, looking towards the north for the 

growth of his kingdom, interested in the spread of Christi

anity, and willing to co-operate with the southern kings 

for the good of the Church. 

22. Stenton, pp. 83-81].. 

23. Stenton, p. 81|. 



Alhfrith, Oswiu's son, fought by his father's side 

in the battle at Winwaed, even though he had married a 

daughter of Penda. His stepmother, Eanflaed, was Oswiu's 

second wife. She was that daughter of Edwin who as a child 

had been taken to Kent by Paulinus after the events of 632. 

She had returned about ten years later to marry Oswiu and 

seems to have had a good deal of influence in encouraging 

the Roman party in the north. She took Wilfrid under her 

protection while he was still a youth and encouraged him in 

his desire to visit Rome.^" It was at about the same time 

that Benedict Biscop, later founder of Wearmouth and Jarrow, 

who had also been associated with the court of Oswiu, was 

looking for an opportunity to go to Rome. Alhfrith wished 

to join the party, but Osxviu, probably anticipating the 

conflict with Penda, kept his son at home. After the 

battle of Winwaed Oswiu appointed Ahlfrith sub-king over 

Deira. Shortly afterward Alhfrith established a monastery 

at Ripon and invited Eata to administer it. Eata accepted 

and traveled to the new establisihment, taking Cuthbert as 

his guest-master. It was a responsible office for one who 

had for so short a time been a professed monk. 

After Eata's company had been in Ripon a few years, 

Wilfrid returned from Rome, around 6£8, and was received by 

Alhfrith, who listened enthusiastically to all he had to 

21+. Eddius, ch. 3. 



ocj 
tell him about the Roman Church order. ^ Shortly after

ward, Alhfrith urged Eata and his followers to accept the 

Roman Easter tables and other Roman forms and rites. This 

Eata refused to do and was consequently sent away, while 

Alhfrith gave the monastery to Wilfrid. Thus Cuthbert 

returned to Melrose with Eata. Probably Ahlfrith, with the 

zeal of a new convert, had been unnecessarily overbearing, 

for Eata and Cuthbert accepted the Roman allegiance only a 
p/1 

few years later. After Boisil's death, probably early in 

662, Cuthbert was appointed prior of Melrose in his place. 

Bede in the Historia ecclesiastica has much to say of his 

piety and his enthusiasm for the spread of the gospel. 

While Cuthbert was increasing his saintliness and busily 

prosecuting his evangelistic journeys, Oswiu, no longer 

overlord of the southern English tribes, was concerning 

himself with the state of Northumbria and the establishment 

of Christianity throughout his kingdom. 

It was natural that the conflict between the two 

types of Christianity, the Celtic and the Roman, should 

come to occupy a prominent place in Oswiu1s mind. The con

flict between heathenism and Christianity had given place 

to a conflict between one type of Christianity and another. 

Penda's defeat at Winwaed, the subsequent reassert!on of 
—1 

25. Eddius, ch. 7. 

26. Colgrave, "St. Cuthbert," p. 12lj.. 
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Mercian power under Wulfhere, and the stabilization of 

England into the three kingdoms of Northumbria, Mercia, and 

Wessex meant that the political situation was sufficiently 

settled to permit consideration of the ecclesiastical bonds 

which up to this point had directed the religious life of 

Northumbria. 

Finan, another monk from lona. During his episcopate, 

especially the later years, the Roman party in Northumbria 

had gained strength from the allegiance of the queen, 

Eanfled, the acceptance of the Roman rite by Alhfrith, and 

the emergence of a new generation of clerics who had no 

personal knowledge of the conditions which had existed 

before Aidan's mission and were of the opinion that the 

conservatism of Lindisfarne meant a deliberate refusal to 

27 
acknowledge the teaching of scripture and history. During 

its long period of isolation, the Celtic Church had 

diverged considerably from the road followed by Rome, 

largely because it had developed in complete independence. 

The variations in the date of Easter, the difference in the 

form of the tonsure, and the disagreement in the formula of 

baptism were regarded by the Roman party as the practices 

of a small group of schismatics in a remote part of the 

world. This was, indeed^. „the deeper issue lying behind the 

Aidan had been sue ed as abbot of Lindisfarne by 

27. Stenton, p. 123* 



il-7 

seemingly arid and certainly bitter disputes about the cor-

20 
rect method of calculating Easter. 

The immediate cause for the calling of a meeting to 

settle the question of the date of Easter was the practical 

difficulty caused by the observance of Easter at different 

dates within the Northumbrian court itself. The king cal

culated Easter according to the Celtic method of reckoning, 

l while the queen celebrated Easter according to the Roman 

reckoning. So it was that the king would be celebrating 

his Easter feast while the queen was still observing 

Lent.^ 

Finan, who was a strong supporter of the Celtic 

form of reckoning, died in 660 and was replaced by another 

monk, Colman of Iona, the last Celtic bishop of Lindisfarne. 

He was to prove no match for the Roman party and its 

spokesman Wilfrid when the debate which decided the future 

of the Northumbrian church was convened at a place called 

Streoneshalh, which since the twelfth century has been 
•JO 

identified, probably correctly, as Whitby. The monastery 

where the conference met was one of the twelve which had 

been founded by Oswiu as a thank-offering for his victory 

28. Peter Hunter Blair, An Introduction to Anglo-
Saxon England (Cambridge, 1956), p. 129. 

29. Bede, H. E., III, 25. 

30. Stenton, p. 122. 
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over Penda. The double monastery was ruled by the Abbess 

Hild, of whom Bede says: 

Justitiae, pietatis, et castimoniae ceteraruraque 
virtutum, sed maxime pacis et caritatis custodiam 
docuitj ita ut in exemplum primitivae ecclesiae 
nullus ibi dives, nullus esset egens, omnibus 
essent omnia communia, cum nihil cuiusquam esse 
videretur proprium. Tantae autem erat ipsa 
prudentiae, ut non solum mediocres quique in 
necessitatibus suis, sed etiam reges ac principes 
nonnumquam ab ea consilium quarerent, et 
invenirent.31 

(She taught the strict observance of justice, 
piety, chastity, and other virtues, and particu
larly of peace and charity; so that, after the 
example of the primitive church, no one there was 
rich, and none poor, for they had all things 
common, and none had any private property. Her 
prudence was so great that not only meaner men in 
their need, but sometimes even kings and princes 
sought and received her counsel). 

Hild had been baptized by Paulinus in the first days of 

Northumbrian Christianity, and, from her first small monas

tery at Wear to the large center of religion at Streone-

shalh, she was considered a pattern of the religious life. 

Her monastery was a logical choice as the site of so impor

tant a debate, for, although Hild adhered to the Celtic 

rite, she seems to have been a woman of tolerance and 

sympathy, known for her faith, but capable of broader 

vision than many of the Celtic adherents. 

31. Bede, H. E., IV, 21 (23). My translation. 



k9 

The assembly was summoned to meet at Streoneshalh 

in 663,-^ perhaps because Oswiu realised that in 66Lj. the 

two tables which regulated the date of the Celtic and Roman 

Easters would diverge considerably.^ This seems a logical 

reason for the date of the synod in view of Oswiu's long 

delay in coming to grips with the question.^" 

The central theme of the controversy was the date 

of Easter, although of course the struggle went much 

deeper. In the earliest Christian times, when most Chris

tians were Jewish in origin, Passover and the Resurrection 

were celebrated on the same day. With the spread of Chris

tianity among the Gentiles and the shift of the Christian 

32. Here, as throughout the chapter, I am follow
ing the chronology of Sir Frank Stenton, based on the argu
ments of R. L. Poole in Studies in Chronology and History 
(Oxford, 193^)» PP« 38-^i^ Poole argues that Bede consid
ered the year to begin in the September before Midwinter. 
This has the result of placing a number of important events 
a year earlier than the dates generally assigned to them. 
See also Stenton, p. 129. 

33. C. W. Jones, "The Victorian and Dionysiac 
Paschal Tables in the West," Speculum, IX (193^1-)» P' 

%. See Kathleen Hughes, The Church in Early Irish 
Society (London, 1966), pp. 103-110, for a discussion of 
the seventh-century controversies in the Celtic Church 
itself over the date of Easter. Oswiu's delay of a con
frontation cannot be explained except in terms of the prac
tical problem which would have arisen in the following 
year, since the subject had been thoroughly ventilated in 
the preceding decade. At this point, the southern Irish 
had been celebrating Easter by the Roman table since the 
630s. The Northern church was among the last of the hold
outs, with Iona conforming in 716 and Wales remaining 
Celtic until 768. 



holy day from the Jewish Sabbath to the Christian Sunday, 

the two were separated and there arose the belief that 

Easter should not be celebrated on the same day as the Jews 

observed the Passover. The Christians of Asia and the 

East, following the example of the Jewish Christians, 

observed Easter on the fourteenth day of the month Nisan, 

the first month of the Jewish year. The month began with 

the first new moon after the vernal equinox, so the four

teenth day of the month was the day of the full moon. The 

Eastern Christians observed Easter, then, on the evening of 

the Jewish Passover, regardless of what day of the week it 

might be on which the fourteenth of Nisan fell. The West

ern custom was to celebrate Easter on the eve of the Sianday 

following the fourteenth of Nisan, believing that the first 

day of the week was the only appropriate day, since it was 

the day already set apart for the commemoration of the 

Resurrection. The council of Nicaea in 325 settled the 

question in favor of the Western usage. It was decided 

that Easter must be kept after the celebration of the 

Jewish Passover, on the first day of the week, at earliest 

on the fifteenth day of the lunar month after the spring 

equinox.. Those who kept to the fourteenth of Nisan were 

denounced as heretics and given the name of 

35. Margaret Deanesly, The Pre-Conquest Church in 
England (London, 1961), p. 86. 
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Quartodecimans.3° The Celtic Church, like the Roman 

Church, celebrated Easter on Sunday, accepting the edict of 

•37 
the council of Nicaea. 

The difference which arose between the Roman Church 

and the Celtic Church was much more complicated, based as 

it was on the use of an astronomical calendar. The deci

sion of the council of Nicaea left the settlement of 

calendar and equinox to the mathematicians. In order to 

determine the date of the Paschal full moon it was neces

sary first to determine the date of the vernal equinox, a 

determination which rested on the development of astro

nomical calculations using a cycle or period of recurring 

years. The mathematicians evolved successively better 

cycles, and this evolution led to a difference of observ

ance between churches where communication was easy and 

distant ones where it was not. The Roman adherents at 

"Whitby were using the cycle calculated by Dionysius Exiguus 

in 525. The Dionysian cycle was based on a period of 

nineteen years and a spring equinox on March 21. By this 

cycle Easter would fall between the fifteenth and twenty-

first day of the month. Augustine brought a table using 

this cycle to Canterbury in 597, but the Irish and Britons 

36. See John A. Duke, The Columban Church (London, 
1932; Edinburgh, 1957), p. 93-

37. Bede, H. E., III, Ij.. 



still used an older cycle of eighty-four years, details of 

which are not certain. It is commonly assumed that the 

eighty-four year cycle was in use on the continent in the 

third and early fourth centuries, but the evidence is not 

certain because the continental Paschal tables which sur

vive are governed by different Paschal terms and seem to 

have differed slightly in technique from those of the 

Irish. According to the eighty-four year cycle, Easter 

would fall between the fourteenth and twentieth day of the 

month, and the equinox was reckoned from March 25>. This 

eighty-four year cycle the Britons attributed, wrongly, to 

Anatolius of Laodicea. 

The Roman Church had a further rule which led to 

still greater difference and confusion. In order to avoid 

the occurrence of Easter on the same day as the Jewish 

Passover, when the fourteenth of Nisan fell on a Sunday, 

the Roman Church celebrated Easter on the twentieth of the 

month instead.-*® The Celtic Church had no such rule. If 

the fourteenth of Nisan fell on a Sunday, they celebrated 

Easter on that day, even though it was also the Passover. 

Sometimes there was a difference of a whole month in the 

date of Easter between the two systems. Since the date of 

Easter governed the whole ecclesiastical year, the 

38. Duke, p. 9^. 



confusion which arose when the two systems came to exist 

side by side was considerable. 

The other major subject of dispute between the 

Roman and the Celtic Churches was the form of the tonsure. 

The three forms of tonsure known in the seventh and eighth 

centuries were the Oriental, the Celtic, and the Roman. 

All three were attributed to saints of the early church as 

each form sought authenticity. The Oriental form, a 

shaving of the entire head, was traced to St. Paul. The 

Celtic form, a shaving from ear to ear, depended for its 

authority on St. John. The Roman form, a shaved circle 

upon the top of the head, was supposedly derived from St. 

Peter. These sources of authority were to be decisive in 

the proceedings of the synod of Whitby. 

The synod was attended by the king and by the . 

leaders of the two rival Churches. Representing the 

Columban Church were Colman, Abbot and Bishop of Lindis-

farne, with his Celtic clergy; Cedd, a disciple of Aidan, 

who was now the bishop of the East Saxons; and the Abbess 

Hild. Representing the--Roman Church were Alhfrith, sub-

king of Deira; Alhfrith's friend and advisor, Wilfrid, 

Abbot of Ripon; Agilbert, the bishop of the West Saxons, a 

Frankish friend of Alhfrith, and a priest who travelled 

with him on his visit to Northumbria, Agatho; Roraanus, the 
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queen's chaplain; and James, the deacon who had remained in 
•jq 

Northumbria when Paulinus fled after the death of Edwin. 

Oswiu opened the meeting with a speech in which he 

emphasized the desirability of uniformity on both religious 

and practical grounds, basing his statement on the concept 

that those who awaited one kingdom in the heavens and 

served the one God on earth should have one rule of life. 

He asked Colman to open the discussion by explaining the 

Easter rule he used. The debate which followed resolved 

itself into an argument between Colman and V/ilfrid. The 

debate turned at first on the historical authority for the 

practice, with Colman declaring that he maintained the 

Easter date which was observed by those who had appointed 

him to his position, by his saintly forefather, by the 

Apostle whom Jesus loved, and by all the churches over 

which St. John had presided. He relied upon the endorse

ment of the Celtic Easter date by Anatolius and by Columba 

of lona, the father of his Church. Wilfrid replied by 

pointing to the widespread acceptance of the Roman date, an 

acceptance which prevailed in the Christian Church through

out the world, and a practice to which Colman and his sup

porters were the only exceptions. He denied that the Celts 

could, in fact, allege the authority of Anatolius for their 

cycle. The tone of his argument can be seen in his attack 

39. Bede, H. E., III, 25; Eddius, ch. 10. 
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on Columba, whom they said they imitated. Columba, he 

said, might well be among those who claimed to prophesy and 

cast out devils, and to whom the Lord should say in the 

Judgment: I knew you not.^"0 His peroration, and most 

telling argument, depended upon the supremacy of authority 

granted to St. Peter. He referred to the Biblical state

ment in which Jesus consigned to Peter the keys of the 

kingdom of heaven, asking Colman how Columba could be com

pared to the prince of the apostles. 

The dialogue which followed between Oswiu and 

Colman leaves a question in my mind about the attitude of 

Oswiu towards the relative claims of the rival Churches. 

Trained in the Christian religion by the brethren of 

Lindisfarne and therefore presumably in sympathy with the 

Celtic Church, Oswiu seems almost to have made up his mind 

to accept the Roman rite before any of the discussion was 

presented. Certainly, Wilfrid's capability as a debater 

cannot be denied, but it was with facile skill and an 

undertone of amusement that Oswiu picked up the thread of 

Wilfrid's closing statement and turned Petrine authority 

against Colman. Looking 'to the Bishop of Lindisfarne, he 

asked if Colman could deny the claim made for Peter as the 

doorkeeper of the gate of heaven or could claim any such 

power for Columba. Colman could do neither. Repeating the 

l|.0. Bede, H. E. , III, 



56 
substance of his first questions, the king then asked if 

both parties agreed that Peter did possess the keys to the 

kingdom of heaven. Both adversaries consented to the truth 

of the statement. The king then spoke: 

Et ego vobis dico, quia hie est ostiarius ille, 
cui ego contradicere nolo; sed, in quantum novi 
vel valeo, huius cupio in omnibus oboedire status; 
ne forte, me adveniente ad fores regni caelorum, 
non sit qui reserat, averso illo, qui claves 
tenere probatur.^--'-

(I also say to you, this is that doorkeeper whom 
I do not wish to contradict; but, so far as I know 
and am able, I desire to obey his statutes in all 
things; lest when I come to the doors of the king
dom of heaven, there be none who will open them, 
he who has been proved to hold the keys having 
turned away.) 

Bede simply records the statement, but Eddius, biographer 

of Wilfrid, describes Oswiu as giving his judgment with a 

li.2 smile ,(subridens). It would seem, then, that the king, 

whether because of an awareness of the need for a central 

and unified authority for the Church in England, a knowl

edge of the customs of other lands which had been gained 

during the period of relative peace and greater intercourse 

with the Continent, or perhaps the influence of his son, a 

vociferous advocate of the Roman rite, had already decided 

the outcome of the synod and accepted the arguments of 

Wilfrid before they were formally made. Whatever the 

ij.1. Bede, H. E., III, 25. My translation. 

1|2. Eddius, ch. 20. 
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reason, judgment had been passed and the conference was 

di smissed. 

Of the kings who participated, Alhfrith, sub-king 

of Deira, after securing the promotion of Wilfrid to a 

bishopric, disappears from history. There seems to have 

been some trouble between him and his father, but nothing 

is known for certain. The Bewcastle Cross was probably 

erected to his memory by some member of Wilfrid's party, 

but the fate of this young king must remain a mystery.^ 

Oswiu reigned until 670, when he died while planning a trip 

to Rome. 

Agilbert returned to Prance and became Bishop of 

Paris. James, the deacon, remained in Deira to teach 

chanting according to the Roman fashion. Wilfrid at first 

went from one success to another. The accomplishment of 

his youth, however, led to a middle and old age marred by 

quarrels with both the rulers of Northumbria and the arch

bishops of Canterbury. 

Colman resigned his see in order to return home to 

Iona for consultations with his brethren. He took with him 

many of his Irish clergy and some thirty English monks of 

his obedience. They settled in Innisboffin, an island off 

Mayo in Connaught, where a new monastery was founded which 

conformed in time to Roman rite, attracted recruits from 

14-3- Hodgkins, p. 300. 
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England, and received a succession of English bishops in 

the eighth century. 

The historical importance of the Synod of Whitby is 

beyond question.^" Its results were limited, in one sense, 

because they applied to one kingdom, they were related to 

only two diversities of custom, they allowed other Celtic 

idiosyncrasies to continue, and they did not put an imme

diate end to ill feeling between the two customs within the 

Church. In another sense, the results were decisive. The 

victory of the Roman Church meant that all the country was 

opened to the influences of western civilization. It made 

easier the unification of the English Church and, by so 

doing, the building of one kingdom by the secular powers.^ 

IJhile the Churches of the Anglo-Saxon kingdoms thus gained 

the advantage of the unity, the organization, and the dis

cipline which the Roman Church had inherited from the Roman 

Empire, they long retained the religious fervor, the mis

sionary zeal, the respect for learning, and the spiritual 

depth which the monks of Iona and Lindisfarne had brought 

with them. 

Colman was succeeded at Lindisfarne by a bishop of 

southern Irish consecration, but probably of English birth, 

named Tuda, already known as a member of the Irish party. 

Stenton, p. 1214.. 

l\.$. Duke, p. 110. 



Tuda, however, died soon after his appointment* and the 

bishopric of Lindisfarne was for a short time abandoned. 

Colman, however, had no intention of surrendering the 

island monastery to the enemy. He made a parting request 

to his friend Oswiu that the monies who remained at Lindis

farne should have for their Abbot Eata, then abbot of the 

monastery of Melrose.^ Since Eata had accepted the Roman 

Easter, there was no difficulty about it. He thus found 

himself abbot of two monasteries, with the necessity of 

providing guidance in two locales. Eata, therefore, sent 

Cuthbert to Lindisfarne as prior, probably in the same year 

Cuthbert was still a comparatively young man, but he had a 

considerable reputation for piety and asceticism. 

While Cuthbert wa3 organizing the life of the mon

astery at Lindisfarne, Theodore of Tarsus arrived in Horth-

umbria to regularize the English Church in that area. 

Theodore had been sent by Pope Vitalian as Archbishop to 

the English, with the avowed purpose of establishing a 

regular diocesan episcopate. In Northurabria, he found 

Wilfrid in retirement at Ripon. Wilfrid had gone to Gaul 

to be consecrated by orthodox bishops, but on his return, 

he had discovered that Chad had been consecrated bishop of 

York in his stead. Theodore, as Archbishop of Canterbury, 

removed Chad for irregular consecration, since Chad had 

1*6. Bede, H. E. , III, 26. 



received his episcopal orders from schismatic British 

bishops, and substituted Wilfrid as the properly-ordained 

head of the Northumbrian church. Because of Chad's great 

humility, shown when he offered to resign his rank as 

bishop, Theodore reconsecrated him and sent him as bishop 

to the Mercians. Wilfrid busied himself with the construc

tion of a great church at Ripon and the restoration of 

Paulinus1s church at York. In contrast to Aidan and his 

successors of the Irish tradition, he lived in great state 

and luxury.^ 

Oswiu died in 670, after a reign of twenty-seven 

years. He was succeeded by his son Ecgfrith, whose wife 

Aethelthryth was later known as St. Audrey. Under the 

influence of Wilfrid, she left her husband before the con

summation of their marriage to take the veil. Their part

ing was about 673, the year in which the Venerable Bede was 

born near VJearmouth. Wilfrid continued to live in great 

pomp, enjoying what were to be the happiest years of his 

life. 

We do not know how all these things affected life 

in Lindisfarne. Wilfrid had spent some years there in his 

boyhood, but at this point he probably looked with suspi

cion upon its Irish tendencies. Cuthbert continued to 

rule, although the desire for solitude grew steadily upon 

lj.7* Eddius, ch. 21}.. 
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him. Before long, he found a little retreat not far from 

the monastery, a rocky islet now called St. Cuthbert's 

Isle, about one hundred yards from the coast of Lindis-

farneA® It can be reached by land at low water. Traces 

of an ancient chapel are still to be seen upon it.^ 

Cuthbert found that he had too many visitors and distrac

tions in such an easily-reached location; so soon after

wards, with the permission of Eata, he settled on Fame, 

the island to which Aidan had been accustomed to retire 

during Lent. 

Parne Island, or -the Inner Parne, is one of a group 

of twenty-six islands. It is the nearest of the group to 

the mainland, lying about a mile and a half from the coast. 

The island is some sixteen acres in area, with a consider

able height of precipitous rock on the western side and a 

tiny beach of white sand facing due east. It is now a bird 

sanctuary, visited frequently by eiderducks, astonishingly 

tame birds which are still called St. Cuthbert's ducks 

because of the many legends which arose about the mutual 

50 
affection between the saint and the birds. 

lj.8. On the shore opposite this island are found 
sections of the fossilized stalks of sea-lilies known as 
St. Cuthbert's beads; Cf. Scott, Marmion, II, 16. 

lj-9. Colgrave, "St. Cuthbert," p. 130. 

50. Colgrave, "St. Cuthbert," pp. 130-131. 
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While Cuthbert was enjoying his life of contempla

tion on the Inner Fame, things were anything but happy in 

Northumbria. When Ecgfrith came to the throne, he had been 

friendly toward Wilfrid, but Wilfrid's role in persuading 

his queen, Aethelthryth, to take the veil antagonized the 

king. Ecgfrith's second wife, Iurminburg, also greatly 

disliked Wilfrid, possibly feeling that his style of living 

outdid that of the king's. 1̂ 

What happened now is far from clear. Wilfrid was 

expelled from his see in 678, presumably because he refused 

to accept the plans of Theodore and Ecgfrith to divide his 

diocese. A Whitby monk named Bosa was consecrated Bishop 

of Deira, with his seat at York. Eata, Cuthbert1s friend, 

was ordained Bishop of Bernicia, with his seat either at 

Lindisfarne or Hexham. Wilfrid went to Rome in order to 

appeal to the Pope, but, when he returned with a papal 

Judgment reinstalling him as bishop and giving him the right 

to name the other bishops in Northumbria, Ecgfrith refused 

to accept the decree and went so far as to arrest the 

bishop and, after some months, to expel him from North

umbria. 

In 681, Theodore reorganized the Northumbrian 

Church. The kingdom of Bernicia was further divided into 

two dioceses. The see of Hexham was given to Tunberht, 

51. Eddius, ch. 2i+. 
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while Eata ruled over the other part of the kingdom, with 

his seat at Lindisfarne. By 68lj., Theodore had to act again 

to remove Tunberht from his see at Hexham for some reason 

which Bede does not explain. An assembly was held at 

Twyford, near the river Aln, at which Theodore and Ecgfrith 

were both present. It was decided that Cuthbert should be 

appointed Bishop of Hexham in Tunberht's place. A distin

guished deputation visited Cuthbert, imploring him to sub

mit himself to the will of the synod and accept the 

bishop's office. The delegation included monks from 

Lindisfarne, the king Ecgfrith, and Trumwine, bishop of the 

Picts at Abercorn. Seven bishops, with Theodore as their 

chief, assisted at his consecration on March 2b, 685» at 

York.-*^ Cuthbert was able to persuade Eata, his old 

friend, to exchange sees with him, Cuthbert remaining at 

Lindisfarne, as it was well known to him, and Eata going to 

Hexham. 

The death of Ecgfrith in 68I4. at the Battle of 

Nechtansmere, where he was slain by his cousin Bruide mac 

Beli, removed the most determined of Wilfrid's enemies, and 

in 686 Theodore and Wilfrid were reconciled. Oswiu's ille

gitimate son, the learned Aldfrith, took Ecgfrith1s place. 

He was probably the first literate king to rule in England. 

He had studied among the Irish and traveled to Iona, where 

$Z. Bede, H. E. , IV, 26 (28). 



61,. 

he seems to have been living when he was called to the 

throne of Northumbria. Wilfrid was received by Aldfrith 

and, with the approval of Theodore, was placed in temporary 

charge of the bishopric of Hexham, vacant because of the 

death of Eata. Shortly thereafter, he was placed in charge 

of York and Ripon and found himself once again bishop over 

the whole of Northumbria, except for the diocese which 

Cuthbert ruled from Lindisfarne.^ 

During the year 680, Cuthbert had been laboring in 

his diocese. He traveled widely throughout his diocese, 

preaching and teaching. There are recorded visits to 

Carlisle, to the Abbess Aelfflaed at one of her daughter 

monasteries, to a hermit named Herbert, living on an island 

in Derwentwater, to the remote villages which suffered from 

the plague, and to the Abbess Verca at South Shields. By 

the end of the year, however, Cuthbert retired to the Inner 

Fame. He knew he had not long to live, and he wished to 

die in the place of his greatest happiness. 

On the death of Cuthbert, March 20, 687» Wilfrid 

was appointed temporarily to direct the see of Lindisfarne, 

but in August of the same year, John of Beverly, one of 

Hild's pupils, was appointed to Hexham and in the following 

year the see of Lindisfarne was given to a priest named 

Eadberht. Wilfrid's period of control of the entire 

53. Bede, H. E., V, 19. 



Northumbrian church therefore lasted only one year, but it 

was a time of great trial for the monks at Lindisfarne. 

Bede describes it as a time in which "tanta aecclesiam 

illam temptationis aura concussit, ut plure e fratribus 

loco magis cedere, quam talibus vellent interesse 

periculis. (So great a blast of trial fell upon the 

church that many of the brethren chose to depart from the 

place rather than be in the midst of such dangers.) It 

seems reasonable to associate these trials with Wilfrid's 

rule, but Bede does not give any details. There is no 

other contemporary account to explain what had happened. 

After eleven years, the body of the saint was 

exhumed for the elevation of the relics, a ceremony which 
51 

corresponded with the formal canonization of later years. 

Bishop Eadberht was in his Lenten retreat on the little 

island which St. Cuthbert used before he went to the Inner 

Parne when the monks came to report the incorrupt state of 

the saint's body.^ Within six weeks, Eadberht was buried 

in the tomb from which Cuthbert's body had been removed. 

Eadberht's successor, Eadfrith, was apparently 

greatly devoted to the memory of St. Cuthbert, for it was 

5k* V. C., ch. lj.0. Colgrave's translation. 

55. See E. VJaldram Kemp, Canonization and Author
ity in the Western Church (Oxford, l'9lj.tiJ. 

56. For a discussion of incorruption, see 
Colgrave, Two Lives, p. 338. 
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he who encouraged both the anonymous monk of Lindisfarne 

and Bede to write the life of the saint and it is to him 

that both prologues were addressed.-^ He is better remem

bered for his association with the Lindisfarne Gospels, 

since he was actively involved in their preparation. When 

he died in 721, he was buried near St. Cuthbert. 

Meanwhile, Aldfrith finished his peaceful and happy 

reign in 705After his death, the Northumbrian kingdom 

began to decline until the eighth century became a time of 

political confusion. The Viking raiders of the ninth 

century found the kingdom an easy prey, and there descended 

upon the Church in Nprthumbria the darkness of the heathen

dom from which the Celts had freed her. All through the 

period, however, the Christian light shone from the commu

nity which guarded the incorrupt body of St. Cuthbert. 

Wilfrid, after a quarrel with Aldfrith and another 

journey to Rome to appeal once more to the Pope, returned 

home and was allowed peaceful possession of the monasteries 

in Ripon and Hexham. This final time of serenity was not 

to last for long. Having built another church at Hexham, 

he died at Oundle in 709.60 

57. V. A., I, 1; V. C. . Prologue. 

58. Colgrave, "St. Cuthbert," p. llj.1. 

59. Bede, H. E., V, 18. 

60. Bede, H. E. , V, 19. 
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During the first few years of the eighth century, 

the fame of St. Cuthbert began to spread. Before Bede died 

in 735* st- Cuthbert's cult was firmly established, for 

Bede gives him a place in his Martyrology. His body became 

a symbol to succeeding generations of Northumbrian Chris

tians of the piety, humility, and dedication of the Irish-

trained monk. 

"There is little profit in trying to assess the 

relative importance of the Irish and continental influences 

61 
in the conversion of the English." In every kingdom and 

at every stage of the process by which England became 

Christian, the strands of Irish and continental influences 

were interwoven. The life of St. Cuthbert illustrates the 

combination of both sources which gave the Church in 

England its life. The Celtic influence is obvious from 

Cuthbert*s monastic profession at Melrose. Its abbot, Eata, 

had been one of the twelve original English pupils of St. 

Aidan, and St. Cuthbert spent his entire ecclesiastical 

life under Eata's authority, until St. Cuthbert himself 

became a bishop. Through Eata there was passed to St. 

Cuthbert a living memory of the first Irish mission to 

Northumbria. He, in his turn, kept the spirit of that 

mission alive for twenty years after the defeat of the 

61. Stenton, p. 1214.. 
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Celtic party at Whitby. His asceticism and evangelism come 

from the tradition of the ancient Irish saints. 

On the question of the reckoning of Easter, he must 

at first have taken the Celtic side, but he accepted the 

Roman reckoning gracefully. His life as prior of Lindis-

farne shows him restraining the excesses of private devo

tion by instituting a more regular code, and he accepted 

the will of the Archbishop of Canterbury and his synod when 

he left his retirement to become a bishop. Celtic in his 

desire for solitude and the contemplation a hermit's life 

could afford for the good of his soul, he left his seclu

sion to take up unwelcome duties when the central authority 

required it of him. In the implementation of these new 

duties, he showed that he had "passed far beyond the minis

terial conception of a bishop's office which prevailed in 

the Irish church. "^2 

By precept and example, he taught and lived the 

Irish monastic ideal within the Roman rite, combining the 

best of both traditions and giving new life to the contin

uing glory of the Church. 

62. Stenton, p. 126. 



CHAPTER 3 

THE MOM OP LINDISFARNE'S PROSE VITA 

The Vita Sancti Cuthberti Auotore Anonymo was com

posed at Lindisfarne between 699 and 70$. The dating may 

be established by two internal references. The terminus a 

quo may be determined by the miracle recorded in IV, 17> as 

taking place in "this present year," a statement which 

would seem to imply that other miracles related as occur

ring after St. Cuthbert's translation did not take place in 

the same year but at least a year before. The translation 

took place in 698 j so we may take the earliest date for the 

composition of the Anonymous Life as 699. The terminus ad 

quem is given by the reference in III, 6, to Aldfrith, "who 

is now reigning peacefully." Since Aldfrith died in 70$, 

the work must have been completed before that time.* The 

identity of the author must be a matter for conjecture. 

That he was a monk at Lindisfarne is clear from his refer

ences to "our church," "our island," and "our monastery." 

He was apparently a well-read man, for his work shows 

acquaintance with the Evagrian Life of St. Antony, with 

Sulpicius Severus's Life of St. Martin, probably with 

Gregory's Dialogues, and certainly with the Scriptures. 

1. Colgrave, Two Lives, pp. 13, 329 n. 

69 
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His main source of information was the general body of tra

dition preserved in the church, particularly the individual 

knowledge of those people whom he quotes by name, such as 

Tydi, Aethilwald, Aelfflaed, Walhstod, and Plecgils. There 

are various other monks, deacons, and witnesses whom he 

does not name, but since the quoting of authorities is such 

a regular routine in the writing of saints' lives, not much 

reliance can be placed on the citation of such witnesses. 

The sources for the Anonymous Life lie in both oral tradi

tion and, literary convention. 

The contrast between the specific structure of the 

Life of St. Antony and that of the Anonymous Life of St. 

Cuthbert gives clear evidence that the Anonymous Life does 

not lie in the main stream of the Antonian tradition. The 

monk of Lindisfarne uses some isolated elements of the 

Antonian structure, but any careful consideration of the 

differences between the two Lives indicates a wide gulf in 

structure, theme, and purpose. 

In the Antonius, there are three main parts: the 

initial narrative, St. Antony's sermon, and the resumed 

narrative. The sermon is full of autobiography and con

tains a recapitulation of the story, already given in the 

first section, of the battles with the fiends. The rhetor

ical repetition and amplification play an important role in 

the purpose of the life. Within this broad division of the 
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life are the specific steps in St. Antony's growth to 

sainthood. The Prologue, which will be discussed later in 

connection with the prologue to the Life of St. Cuthbert, 

is followed by throe chapters describing the youth and 

vocation of the saint. In these, the personality and back

ground of St. Antony are related, and the setting and cir

cumstances of the vocation are given in some detail. The 

virtues of the young novice are also detailed, for, 

although St. Antony had no monasteries in which he might 

retreat from the world, he did begin, after his vocrtion, 

to imitate the life of an ancient hermitage in the neigh

boring village. Next described is St. Antony's search for 

solitude, a search which included several retirements, each 

to a remoter seclusion. Also stressed in the first four

teen chapters is St. Antony's practice of a discipline 

which involved solitude, sleeplessness, continual prayer, 

meditation, fasting, conquest of lust, poverty, pious 

rivalry in humility, quietness, and freedom from anger. 

The battles with the fiends are presented as the 

necessary requisite for the abilities of prophecy and 

miracle-working which are related after St. Antony has 

successfully disciplined himself for two decades and com

pletely conquered the evil spirits which surround him. 

Connected with the spiritual majority attained by the saint 

are the crowds which then come to him in honor of his 
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hard-won reputation for sanctity. The specimen discourse 

which occupies such a large part of the Life of St. Antony 

repeats the early biography and. amplifies the battles with -

the devils to emphasize the difficulties of achieving 

sainthood. The life ends with the valedictory, death, and 

winning of eternal life by the saint in what is essentially 

2 an extended death-bed scene. 

Little of this structure appears in the Anonymous 

Life of St. Cuthbert. TrJhat little of St. Cuthbert's per

sonality appears in the stories of his youth is inconsis

tent; there is no explicit preparation for his vocation; 

nothing is said of his background or upbringing. St. Cuth

bert does not struggle to achieve sainthood. His asceti

cism is noted, but there is no emphasis on the discipline 

and effort to acquire sanctity. Although St. Cuthbert does 

defeat devils, the victory is dismissed in one sentence, 

simply another confirmation of his virtue rather than an 

indication of his development. There is no specimen dis

course at all. The closest St. Cuthbert's biographer comes 

to including one is a report of his warning to some of his 

hearers concerning the attempt of the devil to distract 

3 
them by visual illusion. This is most definitely not a 

2. See Kurtz, pp. 103-lll-6, for a more detailed 
analysis of the Life of St. Antony and a comparison of that 
life with the Life of St. Guthlac. 

3. V. A., II, 6. 
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sermon or a theological discourse; quite cl3arly, the 

stress is on his power of prophecy in this instance and not 

on the teachings he would impart. Finally, there is no 

extended death scene. St. Cuthbert dies quite simply and 

peacefully, without a valedictory. St. Cuthbert is not a 

man striving to achieve sainthood; he is, as his biographer 

presents him, a saint from the beginning of his life. 

This is not to say that there is nothing conven

tional about the Anonymous Life. Almost every incident has 

its parallels in other saints' legends, and the life often 

echoes the Antonian form. It is, however, a much more 

informal approach than is found in those lives influenced 

by the Life of St, Antony, As the following analysis indi

cates, the author has taken incidents from the major 

sources of hagiological material and has added miracles 

typical of the Irish saints, a mixture which makes possible 

the amalgamation of the two traditions, but with a dis

tinctly Celtic tone and purpose. 

The Prologue to the Anonymous Life would seem to 

point to an Antonian influence in that it follows the 

regular pattern of saints' lives written in the Antonian 

mode. In it the author states his inability to perform 

adequately the task which has been set for him and assures 

the person who has commissioned the work, in this case 

Bishop Eadfrith, that whatever is good about the writing 
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comes from divine grace and the effort to demonstrate 

regard for his superior.**" The rhetorical concept of 

affected modesty has been traced back to Cicero and has 

been described as taking its origin from the need of an 

orator to put his hearers in a favorable, attentive, and 

tractable state of mind through a modest presence.^ This 

particular prologue is something of a literary curiosity 

because, except for proper names, not a word of it is 

original.^ The text itself is borrowed directly from the 

prefaces to the Epistola Victorii Aquitani ad Hilarum de 

cursu paachali and the Life of St. Antony.*^ The Preface, 

which forms the second chapter of Book I, is borrowed from 

the prefaces to the Life of St. Martin and the Actus 

Silvestri.^ 

Such extensive borrowing for a prologue and pref

ace, however, need not point to equally extensive borrowing 

in the body of the work. By this time in hagiographic 

development, no respectable biographer of a saint would 

have written without the particular convention of 

^A^j X) 1 • 

5. Ernst Curtius, European Literature and the 
Latin Middle Ages, tr. Hillard R. Trask (New York, 19^3)» 
pp. 63-6^1 

6. Colgrave, Two Lives, p. 310. 

7. See text in Two Lives, pp. 60, 62. 

8. See text in Two Lives, pp. 62, 61+ • 
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unworthiness, and he would certainly have had numerous 

examples of how to proclaim his own modesty in the face of 

the worlc he was to undertake close at hand. The avowals of 

the trustworthiness of his witnesses and the large mass of 

material which may not be included are also completely con

ventional. They go back to the Life of St. Antony where 

Athanasius declares that he is writing only what he has 
o 

learned on the authority of St. Antony himself.7 No doubt 

witnesses were available to attest the occurrence of the 

various miracles attributed to any saint, but the factu-

ality of the lives is not a question. All hagiographers 

maintained the validity of their information, even when it 

was demonstrably -untrue. The conventional prefaces merely 

assure that the lives are true in the widest sense; that 

is, the subject is truly a saint and could have performed 

any of the miracles assigned to him. 

The first book of the Anonymous Life contains the 

prologue and preface to the work as a whole, along with the 

few incidents concerning St. Cuthbert's childhood which 

were known to the author. It is interesting that the 

author claims St. Cuthbert as his authority for these 

matters, stating that he had reminisced about his early 

youth in the presence of Bishop Tumma and Elias, a priest 

of Lindisfarne. Consistent with the dominance of oral 

Antony, Preface. 
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tradition in the formulation of this life, the picture of 

the saint thinking back over his youth and his early under

standing of God's purpose for him varies widely from the 

Antonian norm. In the Life of St. Antony the setting and 

circumstances of the vocation are given in detail when the 

young Copt, St. Antony, falling into reflection on the 

vanity of a worldly life, determines to forsake earthly for 

heavenly treasures. Verses of Scripture play an important 

part. St. Antony is presented as a young man already 

inclined to piety and reflection on the meaning of life."*"^ 

There is none of this feeling in the Anonymous 

Life. The incident describing the prophecy of the child 

concerning St. Cuthbertfs future eminence as a religious is 

included to make the point that a spiritual office had been 

predetermined for him, but the saint himself is described 

as uncomprehending and, at first, unconvinced.^ "Dum ergo 

puer esset annorum octo, omnes coaetaneos in agilitate et 

12 petulantia superans," (When he was a boy of eight years, 

he surpassed all of his age in agility and high spirits.) 

so that he often waited for someone to play with him after 

the others had gone to rest. One day, St. Cuthbert began 

to play at games with the other boys, standing on his head 

10. Antony, ch. 1-3. 

11. V. A. t I, 3. 

12. V. A., I, 3« Colgrave's translation. 
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and indulging in similar gymnastic tricks, when a three-

year-old child commanded him to cease. "When St. Cuthbert 

ignored the child, he began to weep and cry out. Finally, 

he cried, "0 sancte episcope et presbiter Cuthberhte, hec 

tibi et tuo gradui contraria nature propter agilitatem non 

conveniunt.(0 Holy bishop and priest Cuthbert, these 

unnatural tricks done to show off your agility are not 

befitting to you or to your high office. ) The biblical 

sources for this prophecy are given by the author himself, 

as he refers to Samuel, David, Jeremiah, and John the 

Baptist as figures who were sanctified for the work of the 

Lord from birth. He also refers to Paul's statement, "Whom 

he did predestinate, them he also called,"^ as proof that 

St. Cuthbert was indeed ordained from the womb to serve God 

in high office. This early prophecy of how a saintly child 

is in due course to become a bishop is fairly common in 

hagiographical writings. It was prophesied of St. Samson 

of Dol, St. Rufinus, and St. Athanasius.^ The closest 

parallel is with Eusebius's Life of St. Athanasius, where 

13. V. A., I, 3. Colgrave's translation. 

llj.. The specific scriptural references are: 
Malachi 1:2, 3J Jeremiah 1:5» and Romans 8:30. 

15. Lives used for comparison purposes in this 
chapter are to be found in Vitae Sanctorum Hlberniae, ed. 
Charles Plummer (Oxford, 193f>): Alban Butler, Lives" of the 
Saints, Ij. vols. (New York, 195°) J or Ludwig Schopp, ed., 
Fathers of the Church, 60 vols. (New York, 1914-6-1968). 
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he described how the saint was recognized as a bishop, 

while still a boy, by some of his playmates.It is, how

ever, unusual to find the prophecy being made of the saint 

while he is standing on his head, an unnatural posture 

according to the monk of Lindisfarne. 

The prophecy of the child is follox^ed by St. Cuth

bert's own healing at the hands of an angelic visitor. 

This miracle occurred also when the saint was eight years 

old. It is included here, as the author states, as further 

proof that St. Cuthbert had been predestined by the selec

tion of God. Only one who had been so chosen would be 

honored by God in such a fashion. St. Cuthbert was appar

ently suffering from synovitis or water on the knee and was 

therefore unable to minister unto a man "of noble appear

ance and of wondrous beauty, clad in white robes, . . . 

upon a magnificently caparisoned horse."'1'^ The stranger, 

informed that St. Cuthbert was infirm, examined the knee 

and prescribed a poultice of wheat flour and hot milk, a 

concoction which successfully healed the knee. 

The inconsistency between the view of St. Cuth

bert 's character given in this chapter and that given in 

the preceding one is easily explained in terms of the 

16. Erwin Preuschen, ed., Eusebius: Werke 
(Leipzig, 1902), II, 90. 

17. V. A., I, 3. Colgrave's translation. 
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purpose for which each story was included. In the incident 

of the child's prophecy, the point is that St. Cuthbert's 

high calling was recognizable to others even ii/hen the 

future bishop was still a child. At the same time, the 

author utilizes the biblical parallel of Mary, who, not 

understanding, kept in her memory all the words which were 
i O 

prophesied about Jesus. The emphasis in the first story 

was on the normal childhood of the saint and his innocence 

of ambition and pride, an emphasis reinforced by the Mary-

parallel. In this incident, the author presents St. Cuth-

bert as submissive to God's will and already conscious of 

his position as a child of God. So he has the saint reply 

to the messenger: "Si Deus voluisset et me nodibus 

infirmitatis pro peccatis non obligasset, in honorem eius 

ministrare hospitibus piger non essem.(If it had been 

God's will and if He had not bound me with the bonds of 

infirmity on account of my sins, I would not be slow to 

minister to guests in his honor.) 

The importance of angelic ministrations in estab

lishing a saint's holiness is apparent from their frequent 

appearance throughout hagiographical works. The angels in 

the Egyptian desert assisted the anchorites while they were 

alive, warned them of the approach of death, and received 

18. Luke 2:51. 

19- V. A., I, Ij.. Colgrave's translation. 



their souls after death. St. Martin, in Gaul, was fre

quently visited by angels, for example. The same tradition 

is found in the Irish lives, where stories of angelic 

assistance abound. St. Mochuda of Rahen had a convent 

whose number was seven and seven score and seven hundred, 

and every third man among them conversed with angels. An 

entire section of Adamnan's Life of Columba is devoted to 

angelic ministrations. Plummer points out that in the 

Irish legends it is clear that angels have taken the place 

20 
of the fairies of the older religion. In the life of St. 

Cuthbert angels play an important part. On two occasions, 

he saw angels taking a soul to heaven; he received an angel 

into the monastery at Ripon and was fed with angelic food; 

he was assisted to build his hut on Inner Parne by angels; 

and they ministered to him during his last days. It is 

probable that the Irish tradition of helpful angels, vxho 

gave practical assistance during the day-to-day existence 

of the saint, accounts for such active intervention on the 

part of the heavenly beings, although the literary influ

ences are probably enough to account for most of the 

stories of angelic ministrations. 

The vision in which St. Cuthbert saw the soul of 

Aidan being carried to heaven is another commonplace in the 

lives of the saint. As in the probable prototype of the 

20• V. S. H.f p. clxxxi. 
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vision seen by St. Antony of the death of Amon, the soul 

of the dead person is surrounded by a band of angels. 

Often, in other saints' lives as here, the soul is enclosed 

in a globe of fire. Invariably, the person to whom the 

vision is revealed is absent from the death-bed.^ Similar 

visions are related throughout the Historia Ecclesiastica, 

as for instance that of the priest in Ireland xfho saw the 

soul of Gedd, with a company of angels, taking the soul of 

Chad to heaven.^ Adamnan's Life of Columba contains a 

whole series of visions of this sort, all conforming to the 

established convention. Gregory of Tours tells a similar 

story concerning the vision granted to Bishop Severinus of 

Cologne of the death of St. Martin, a story which occurs 

very often in manuscripts after Sulpicius Severus's Life of 

St. Martin and forms part of the collection known as the 

Martinelli. 

The only variation in any significant detail among 

the various reports of this vision as they appear in all 

these saints' lives lies in the time span between the 

vision and the confirmation of its meaning. Here, St. 

21. Antony, ch. 32. 

22. Colgrave, "Bede's Miracle Stories," pp. 213 ff« 

23. Bede, H. E., IV, 3. See also H. E., III, 8; 
IV, 9. 
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Cuthbert learns of the death of Aidan in "a very few days." 

St. Antony learns almost immediately of the death of Amon. 

The variation is dependent only upon the speed of communi

cation envisioned by the author and the probable distance 

from the death-bed of the recipient of the vision. Any 

such variance is lacking in import. The overriding consid

eration is the close adherence to the early-established 

convention dominating the visions. As an accepted proof of 

the vocation of the saint, the incident occurs over and 

over again as an almost necessary part of any saint's life. 

In the Anonymous Life it is of note that the author 

supplies the location of the saint at the time he receives 

the vision, a detail which later disappears as St. Cuth

bert' s life becomes more stylized. His keeping sheep is 

consonant with the legends of St. Patrick, St. Falaricus, 

St. Simeon Stylites and St. Coemgen, among many others, and 

does not necessarily indicate peasant extraction. Aside 

from the location supplied by the monk of Lindisfarne, 

then, this account of St. Cuthbert's vision of the soul of 

Aidan in transport to heaven at the hour of Aidan's death 

is purely conventional and most probably totally dependent 

on the literary tradition. 

The final miracle related in Book I also shows the 

anonymous author's characteristic employment of specific 

places as locations for rather conventional miracles. The 
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story of the miraculous provision of food for the saint 

probably has its origin in the scriptural stories of the 

food provided for Elijah by the ravens, or the feeding of 

the multitudes, or the angels ministering to Christ in the 

wilderness. In hagiological convention, it is reminiscent 

of the story told by Sulpiclus Severus of the Egyptian 

abbot who went to visit a recluse near the Nile and, on 

going into his cell, found a basket of palm branches, 

divinely provided,, full of warm bread, hanging on the door 

post.^ 

The simplicity of this version, in which St. Cuth-

bert is forced to cease from his journey and find shelter 

because of a storm, and its straightforward purpose, to 

furnish another example of the favor shown by God to the 

saint before he took up his vocation and thus reinforce the 

proof of St. Cuthbert's saintliness, were rapidly lost as 

25 the legend became more conventional and less personal. 

In this early version, however, the basic story is kept 

clear and natural, without the later complication and weak

ness which, in my opinion, deprived the incident of much of 

its force. As it stands here, the miracle effectively 

depicts the local conditions of the area, which was a 

2I4.. Vfritings. I, 11. 

25. See below, ch. Ij.. 
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deserted part of County Durham, The place-name Chester-le-

Street provides a precise location, but the name appears 

only in this life, another indication of the unconvention-

ality of this version. The Latin Kuncacester, through a 

misreading, made early editors guess Lanchester as the 

27 scene of the miracle, but the identification of Chester-

le-Street is now accepted. The hut involved was obviously 

a shepherd's hut, a "dwelling used only in spring and 

» 28 summer. 

Book I ends with a conventional statement of the 

author's fear of boring the reader by continuing to detail 

the miracles of the saint's youth and his eagerness to 

describe in careful fashion the powers of the saint's 

maturity. He mentions, however, three manifestations of 

divine favor that he will not describe, including a refer-

ence to St. Cuthbert's service in the army, another vision 

of a soul's being carried to heaven, and the efficacy of 

the saint's prayers in putting demons to flight and healing 

the insane. The apology for not relating the whole of the 

miracles of the saint on the plea that the hearer or reader 

might be wearied was customary in writing saints' lives. 

26. Other forms: Kunnacester, Concalestir, Cun-
cacestir, Concalestyr, Concarestir See Two Lives, p. 70-

27. See Two Lives, p. 31I4.. 

2®* V. A.t I, 6. Colgrave's translation. 



Sulpicius, for instance, so apologizes in the passage our 

author borrowed for his preface. A similar plea is put 

forward in Adamnan's Life of Columba. Examples of the 

custom could be multiplied, but it seems sufficient to 

point out that the apology for and fear of wearying the 

reader occur almost invariably at some point in every 

saint's life. 

The first chapter of Book II describes St. Cuth-

bert's asceticism. His practices were relatively mild, 

compared to the forms of austerity practiced in Ireland. 

In the Irish tradition of asceticism, fasts were prolonged 

29 for two, three or even four days. Adamnan of Coldingham 

abstained from food and drinlc except on Sundays and Thurs-

30 
days. Some Irish practitioners of asceticism allov/ed 

worms to devour their flesh.^ Pinnchua of Bri Gobann 

remained suspended on iron hooks for seven years.^ 

Although the description of St. Cuthbert's asceticism is 

borrowed verbally from the Life of St. Antony and should 

not, therefore, be taken very seriously, other incidents in 

his life show that he was given to ascetic practices, 

29. L. Gougaud, Christianity in Celtic Lands 
(London, 1932), p. 98. 

30. Bede, H. E., IV, 2£. 

31. V. S. H. , p. xcvi, n. ll|. 

32. John Ryan, Irish Monasticism (London, 1931)» 
pp. 107 ff. 
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although not in the most extreme forms. The close rela

tionship between Celtic and Egyptian Christianity is appar

ent from any comparison of Irish and Egyptian saints' 

lives, but the method of transmission and degree of direct 

influence is not so easily decided. The connection must 

have been by means of books, although many Eastern Chris

tians made their way to Gaul, and some even to Ireland, 

even before the Saracens drove numbers of them west in the 

seventh century.traditional theory sees the contact 

as coming via the Christian communities of southern Gaul, 

especially from the influence of John Cassian at Lerins.^ 

At least one critic sees the sixth-century British monas

teries in Wales as the important avenues of contact.^ We 

are left with the basic fact that there was indeed a 

striking affinity between Celtic and Egyptian monasticism, 

and no generally accepted theory to account for that affin

ity. 

The relationship is based on the kinship between 

hero and hermit and the transference of conquest from the 

secular to the religious world. The total subjugation of 

33. John L. Meissner, The Celtic Church in England 
After Whitby (London, 1929), p.~206. 

3I+. H. M. and N. K. Chadwick, Poetry and Letters 
in Early Christian Gaul (London, 1955), PP« 169, 20f> ff. 
Mrs. Chadwick suggests that Greek monasticism, rather than 
Egyptian or Syrian, had the earliest influence on Lerins. 

35* Ryan, Monasticism, pp. 107 ff. 
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the flesh was a shared ideal which inspired the saints of 

the desert (especially the more eremetical early saints of 

North Egypt) and the Celtic spirit of the Heroic Age. 

Although institutionalized in the monasteries to some 

extent, the tradition of asceticism lies unbroken from 

Egypt to Ireland to Northumbria. The earlier excesses were 

disapproved of, but the monastic asceticism was as spectac

ular in its own way, and the dominant position of Celtic 

monasticism in Northumbria during the seventh century 

caused the hagiographical chroniclers of the period to 

place a high premium on the truly ascetic saint. The grad

ual introduction of the Rule of St. Benedict during the 

latter half of the seventh century in Northumbria dis

couraged the rivalry in ascetic achievement and established 

in its place a mode of common life in which the sanctifica-

tion of the monk was to be found in living the life of the 

community.^ st. Cuthbert's practices of austerity reflect 

this changing attitude towards asceticism. Remaining 

Celtic in his desire for solitude and self-denigration, he 

accepted the Benedictine emphasis on the community. The 

majority of his miracles took place in a communal setting 

of some sort, but at the end of his life he returned to the 

strenuous subjugation of the body practiced by his Irish 

36. D. Cuthbert Butler, Benedictine Monachism 
(London, 1910), p. lj.5. 



and Egyptian predecessors. The description of St. Cuth-

bert's asceticism and virtues is completely conventional, 

although the details of his life bear out the claims made 

for him in this chapter. Granting the Anonymous Life some 

historical authenticity, we may conclude that, in this case 

at least, there is more than the visual reason to accept St. 

Cuthbert as a member of the community of saints. 

Apart from conventional commonplaces to be found in 

almost all saints' lives, Book II continues the deviation 

from the Antonian norm found in Book I. Where the Life of 

St. Antony follows a carefully-designed course of events in 

describing St. Antony's growth to maturity as a saint 

through two decades of discipline and tranquillity, a long 

search for solitude, and demonstration of sanctity in with

standing long and complex assaults by demons, the Anonymous 

Life omits the preparatory stages and plunges immediately 

into the miracles and prophecies which were achieved only 

after years of eremitical virtue by St. Antony. There is 

none of the extensive description of how sainthood was 

achieved as it appears in the Life of St. Antony. Instead, 

the full-blown saint is presented with all his pollers, 

which seem to have come to him without much travail on his 

part. This is perhaps the clearest indication of Irish 

influence on the Anonymous Life. It is far more typical of 

the Irish saints' lives that the necessary stages of 



discipline are simply referred to as an implicit process 

for the attainraentof sainthood not needing detailed pres

entation rather than a vital part of the proof of that 

sainthood. The Irish hagiographers seem to have relied 

more upon a plethora of miracles and prophecies to support 

claims of sanctity than any careful explanation of the 

means to such virtue. So it is that Book II, after the 

conventional description of asceticism and virtue, turns 

immediately to the mature powers of the saint in order to 

describe a variety of miracles. 

The first miracle of this book has obvious scrip

tural origins, as the author himself notes in comparing the 

appearance of the angel "in forma stabilis viri perfectaque 

aetate"-^ (In the form of a well-built man in the flower of 

his age.) to the appearance of the angels in the form of 

men to the patriarch Abraham in the valley of Mamre.^® 

Receiving the angel according to the practices of hospi

tality in the monastery, St. Cuthbert leaves to find fresh 

bread for the guest. Failing to get any, he returns to 

find all traces of the guest have disappeared and a supply 

of warm loaves has been left for him. The biblical com

mandments for the feeding and welcoming of guests in the 

name of the Lord were fulfilled by the monk in his post as 

37. V. A., II, 2. Colgrave's translation. 

38. Genesis 18:1, 2. 



90 

guestmaster of the monastery, and he received the promised 

reward for such services.^ Here we begin to see the prin

ciple of repetition in the compiling of a saint's life, for 

the divine provision of food was first related among the 

miracles of his youth and appears three times in this book 

alone. Interestingly, the author states specifically that 

St. Cuthbert received the Petrine tonsure when he entered 

the monastery. Perhaps the monk of Lindisfarne was desir

ous of establishing his saint's position in both branches 

of the Church, in view of the centrality of the question of 

tonsure at the Synod of VJhitby. St. Cuthbert's election to 

a position which made it necessary for him to come in con

tact with the outside world is an indication of his tact 

and virtue; perhaps the shape of his tonsure was the 

author's way of reinforcing the saint's reputation for 

tact. 

The second miracl9 of Book II is clearly in the 

Irish tradition. Summoned by Aebbe to Coldingham, a double 

monastery in County Berwick, St. Cuthbert followed his 

custom of keeping vigil on the seashore. A cleric of the 

community, following St. Cuthbert secretly, saw the saint 

immerse himself in the sea. Ylhen he returned to the shore, 

he knelt to pray, whereupon two little sea animals came out 

of the water to dry his feet and keep them warm. St. 

39. Mat the w 10:lj.0, I4.I. 
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Cuthbert blessed the animals, who then returned to the sea. 

Prostrated by fear, the secret watcher became seriously 

ill. When he asked for pardon from the saint, he was given 

relief on his promise never to tell, during the saint's 

lifetime, what he had seen.^ The biblical source for such 

animal tales is Daniel's experience with the lions,^ but 

such stories appear with great frequency throughout Celtic 

and Egyptian saints' lives. Friendly bears and wolves, 

lions and tigers surrounded St. Blaise; St. Arey and St. 

Humbert harnessed wild bears. Wasps were submissive to St. 

Priard, a fox to St. Genulph, flies to St. Leufridus, frogs 

to St. Regulus and St. Ulpha, geese to St. Wereburga and 

St. Ssmson, and sparrows to St. Thecla. St. Maidoc yoked a 

sea cow to his plow.^ In this we may see the influence of 

Sulpicius Severus, who, in the first of his Dialop;ues 

describing the life of the Egyptian eremites and cenobites, 

lays great stress upon the voluntary submission of wild 

beasts to the men of God, for he sees this as striking 

evidence of the godliness of the solitaries. The animals 

that aided St. Cuthbert are not named in the Anonymous 

Life, but Bede later identified them as otters, a likely 

kO. V. A~, II, 3. 

ij.1. Daniel 6. 

I4.2. See Helen Waddell, Beasts and Saints (New 
York, 193^) for further examples, particularly from Celtic 
and Egyptian Lives. 
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designation in view of the Irish background. Otters in 

Ireland were supposed to have magical properties, and 

several stories are told of their friendliness to the 

saints in the Irish lives. An otter used to bring St. 

Coemgen a salmon every day to supply his monastery, while 

on another occasion, when the same saint dropped a psalter 

into a lake, an otter dived for it and brought it up 

unharmed.^ The warning to the secret observer not to 

reveal what he had seen has strong similarities to warnings 

in stories told of such Irish saints as Fintan and Columba. 

For practical reasons, such stories are helpful in explain

ing why. the miracle was not reported at the time it 

occurred. Another factor may well be the widespread folk

lore belief that a wonderworker does not like to be spied 

upon by unauthorized persons.^" 

The next miracle, of the dolphin flesh, is another 

example of the divine provision of food for the saint. The 

miracle, although repetitious in one sense, is of impor

tance in the development of St. Cuthbert's powers because 

it combines the provision of food with the gift of prophecy. 

The gift of prophecy was a sign of increasing spiritual 

strength, as is made clear in the Life of St. Antony. It 

k3- V. S. H., pp. 123, 125-

C. Grant Loomis, "The Miracle Traditions of 
the Venerable Bede," Speculum, XXI (191+6), I4.0l4.-I1.l8. 
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is regarded as indubitable evidence of holiness. Athana-

sius makes the attainment of the power of prophecy the 

result of St. Antony's years of discipline and an indica

tion that he has reached his spiritual majority. Gregory 

also, in his description of the life of St. Benedict,^ 

emphasizes St. Benedict's spiritual growth in this direc

tion as an aspect of his increasingly complete virtue. 

Here we have no indication that the author regards the 

gift of prophecy as a reward for years of preparation and 

struggle to attain such a high level of virtue. Instead, 

the ability to prophesy is treated as a natural adjunct to 

St. Cuthbert's already-established spiritual powers. It is 

perhaps reminiscent of the earlier treatment of the attain

ment of the gift of prophecy that after this incident an 

increasing number of instances of St. Cuthbert's prophetic 

powers are given. The conventional nature of the assigna

tion of such an attribute to a saint is obvious from its 

appearance throughout hagiological writings. Macarius of 

Egypt received grace to contend against evil spirits by 

healing and by forecasting the future. St. Martin acquired 

prophetic gifts and the power to foresee events. St. 

Columba was so endowed with prophetic powers that Adamnan 

devotes the first book of his life of that saint to 

Gregory, Dialogues, II, 21. 
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describing examples of them. Again, the instances in which 

the powers of prophecy are achieved by saints could be 

multiplied almost endlessly. Suffice it to say that this 

is a standard item in any and all biographies of the 

saints. 

The themes of the submission of animals to the 

saint and the saint's ability to prophesy are combined in 

the miracle of the eagle. The saint prophesies that the 

eagle which he sees from a distance will provide the food 

for the evening meal, and it is so done.^ This is another 

instance of the technique of repetition so useful to hagi-

ographers in describing their subjects. 

The next two miracles have to do with fires, the 

first illusory and the second real. The illusory fire ful

filled a prophecy by the saint in which he warned the con

gregation to which he was preaching that the devil would 

tempt them by a distraction from outside their meeting-

place. When the illusory fire appeared in the village, the 

men ran to extinguish the flames. Suddenly realizing that 

there was no smoke, they returned to the saint, begging 

forgiveness for succumbing to one of the "multifariam 

fallacis astutie seductionem spiritalem per visibilia 

fantasia"^ (Manifold spiritual seductions of fallacious 

V. A., II, 5. 

U-7. V. A., II, 6. 
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cunning brought about by imaginary sights.) which beset the 

followers of Christ. A similar illusory fire occurs in 

Gregory's life of St. Benedict when a bronze idol is thrown 

on the kitchen fire and the whole kitchen seems to be 

ablaze. The saint prays and the fire departs.^"® An Irish 

instance of a fire of the same kind is found in the life of 

St. Pintan. The saint and his brethren were eating when 

the refectory suddenly seemed to be in flames, but again 

the saint drove away the fire.^ Real fires may also be 

contained by the saint, as the second miracle shows. A 

fire threatened the dwelling place of his foster-mother 

while he was on a visit to her, but at her request St. 

Cuthbert lay before the doorstep and prayed. Immediately a 

great wind arose, driving the flames away from the house he 

50 
protected, as well as the other houses in the village. 

This is another conventional miracle v/hich occurs in the 

lives of Marcollinus of Ancona and St. Martin, among others. 

Both miracles are, in the Anonymous Life, simply further 

illustrations of the spiritual power of St. Cuthbert by 

which he could control physical phenomena and turn away 

danger at will. The control of physical phenomena is, of 

course, one of the surest measures of sainthood. 

I4.8. Gregory, Dialogues, II, 10. 

l|,9. V. S. H. , p. 99. 

50. V. A.. II, 7. 



The last miracle in Book II, the first miracle of 

healing to appear in the Anonymous Life, is somewhat pecul

iarly placed in that the incident is related of St. Cuth-

bert after he became prior at Lindisfarne. Since at this 

point in the chronological narrative, St. Cuthbert has not 

yet moved to Lindisfarne, it is necessary to assign some 

reason for the disjunction in time. It seems most logical 

to assume that this miracle of healing is placed here in 

order to round out the list of the various powers a saint 

is supposed to possess. Since Book III goes on to detail 

the problems and miracles associated with St. Cuthbert's 

establishment of a retreat on the Inner Fame, the end of 

Book III would be the only place for the author to insert a 

miracle substantiating St. Cuthbert's power of healing. 

That he must move out of chronological sequence to do so 

would be unimportant to him because the overriding consid

eration is the listing of the various kinds of miracles his 

subject, as a bona fide saint, would be expected to per

form. Book IV contains a number of miracles of healing, 

but it begins with St. Cuthbert1s assumption of the bish

opric and confines itself to his activities as bishop until 

his death. Since, however, a saint must be able to heal, 

especially by casting out devils, as well as prophesy and 

receive divine favor, the author must have inserted this 
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miracle here to complete his evidence that St. Cuthbert was 

a saint long before he was a bishop. 

The miracle itself is standard. The same miracle, 

in almost exactly the same form, is related of John of 

Beverly, St. Benedict, St. Martin, and St. Antony. The 

parallels are particularly noticeable in such details as 

the saint's reluctance to answer the summons himself, the 

woman's coming out of the house to be completely healed by 

the touch of some possession of the saint, and her minis

tering to the saint and his companions after she has 

regained her sanity or health. It is interesting that St. 

Cuthbert goes to attend the woman on horseback, a mode of 

transportation usually not employed by the Celtic saints. 

St. Aidan, St. Chad, St. Kentigern, and St. Malachy gener

ally travelled on foot, probably for purposes of mortifica-

*>1 tion and also out of humility. St. Cuthbert, however, 

seems to have had no qualms about riding on horseback. 

Book III picks up the chronological narrative 

thread again, beginning with St. Cuthbert's transfer from 

Melrose to Lindisfarne. There is a tantalizingly brief 

reference to St. Cuthbert's fleeing worldly glory and 

secretly sailing away before he was forcefully "invited" by 

Eata to come to Lindisfarne. This brief statement would 

seem to place St. Cuthbert squarely in the tradition of St. 

51. Gougaud, pp. 175 ff-
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Brendan and the Celtic perererinatio. If St. Cuthbert did 

attempt to follow the call of pilgrimage-exile, he was 

quickly prevented by Eata. Eata, who after the Synod of 

Whitby, had been given the abbacy of Lindisfame as well as 

Melrose, was apparently determined to uphold the Roman 

obedience which the Synod had imposed; therefore, he moved 

to prevent St. Cuthbert's taking up the Celtic practice of 
If-5 

self-exile. ^ St. Cuthbert was a wise choice to reconcile 

the community at Lindisfarne to the new order of living. 

Obviously Celtic in his sympathies, he had accepted the 

Roman Easter and, after this one attempt to escape the new 

regulations, the principle of communal life. 

The Rule St. Cuthbert imposed was probably closer 

to the Columban Rule than the Benedictine Rule. As the 

author of the Anonymous Life describes the situation, St. 

Cuthbert's Rule was observed along with the Benedictine 

Rule, probably functioning as a kind of middle ground 

between the Columban and the Benedictine Rule. The effect 

would most likely have been to make the latter Rule 

52. For a discussion of the whole pere/grinatlo 
ideal, see N. K. Chadwick, The Affe of the Saint3 in the 
Early Celtic Church (London, 1961), pp. 62 ff. 

53- This practice was to be specifically subordi
nated to the Roman obedience at the Synod of Hertford in 
672, in the fourth, fifth, and sixth decrees. The Synod, 
presided over by Theodore, was a major step in developing 
the centralizing tendency which was to pave the way for the 
political union of the Heptarchy. 



stricter and more ascetic than was the original intention 

of the founder, but the result was undoubtedly more to the 

taste of the monks at Lindisfarne The Rule as followed at 

Lindisfarne v/as apparently based on the concept of a con

templative life within an active one, because the monk who 

is here describing St. Cuthbert states that this concept 

was the guiding principle by which he lived. The distinc

tion between the two types of life seems to have been 

formulated by Gregory.^" It was readily accepted in 

Ireland, where the same division is found in the earliest 

writings and the superiority of the contemplative over the 

active life a firmly-held doctrine. After several years as 

prior of Lindisfarne, St. Cuthbert was granted his desire 

for solitude and withdrew to the Inner Parne. Having done 

his best for the Roman Church, he could give full play to 

his yearning for the life of an anchorite. 

The terse reference to the presence of demons on 

the island St. Cuthbert chose for his retreat and his suc

cessful routing of them is another indication of the dif

ference between the Anonymous Life and the Antonian norm. 

In the Life of St. Antony, the battles with the demons 

occupy a prominent place. It is possible to distinguish 

the symbolic values of each of the different attacks 

$L. Georg Waltz, ed., Gregorius I: Homilies on 
Ezechiel (Hanover, 1878), II» 7> ti. 
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suffered by Antony in a carefully constructed description 

of his struggle to achieve virtue.^ Devils play a large 

part in the lives of St. Martin, St. Guthlac, and St. 

Dunstan, but are practically nonexistent in the life of St. 

Cuthbert. Perhaps the biographer felt that Cuthbert was 

already too well established as a saint to feel much of a 

threat from demons but observed literary convention by 

including their presence and defeat at the site of the 

saint's retreat. Certainly these demons presented no 

problem to St. Cuthbert, although they had prevented anyone 

else from living on Inner Fame before him. They are not 

here presented as an integral part of the warfare carried 

on by the Christian soldier as exemplified by St. Antony. 

They seem rather to appear as the barest nod to tradition 

on the part of the author. 

Having routed the demons who inhabited the place, 

St. Cuthbert proceeded immediately to build a cell like 

those the Irish saints left all over their country. It 

consisted, according to the Anonymous Life, of two round 

huts enclosed in a high wall or cashel. Later lives are 

ambiguous regarding its construction. 

The first miracle connected with the physical 

building of the hut concerns the transportation of a large 

stone which some brethren, helping St. Cuthbert, had been 

55 • See Kurtz, pp. 108-116. 
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unable to carry to the construction site, even with the 

help of a cart. When they returned to Farne, they found 

the unmoveable stone nearly in place in St. Cuthbert's 

wall. The incident is exactly similar to one recorded of 

St. Benedict when he was building his own cell.-^ Further 

miracles connected with the preparation of the retreat 

buildings are the provision of a spring and the furnishing 

of timber by the sea. The production of fountains of water 

by a saint is common in hagiological writings, especially 

in the Irish lives. Similar incidents are found in the 

lives of St. Antony and St. Benedict. Normally, the foun

tains are not produced by digging but by the saint's 

crozier or bell, by the touch of a horse's hoof, or from a 

saint's blood or tears. However, St. Colraan, St. Fechin 

and St. Maedoc produced wells^-in the way described here. 

The numerous wells associated with the names of the saints 

show how the pagan cult of fountains had been given a 

Christian veneer and how the stories of the miraculous pro

duction of fountains and wells are a sign of it, but the 

obvious Scriptural analogues are also influential. 

The third miracle which occurred during the build

ing of St, Cuthbert's cell is unique, so far as I know, 

among saints' lives, not in the didactic intention which 

obviously informs it, but in its use of a twelve-foot 

56. Gregory, Dialogues, II, 9. 
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timber designed to be the foundation of a building over a 

small hollow in the rocks for the saint's "daily necessi

ties" to impress the reader with the contrast between the 

sea's obedience to the wishes of the saint and his breth

ren's failure in obedience. Nature is called in to make up 

for the deficiencies of men. There is still a chasm in the 

rocks near the site of St. Cuthbert's dwelling known as 

"St. Cuthbert's gut. 

The final episode connected directly with this 

period of the construction and initial habitation of the 

retreat contains another animal story. Two ravens (in 

later tradition crows) were building their nest with 

material from the roof of a hut the saint had built for the 

sheltering of travelers. After the two had been admonished 

strongly and banished from the island, one returned to beg 

forgiveness. Once the saint had pardoned them, both birds 

flew back to the island carrying pieces of hog's lard as a 

gift. The story is comparable to the story of the penitent 

she-wolf who had stolen the hermit's food and to the grate

ful lioness who brought the hermit the gift of an animal's 

skin, as told by Sulpicius Severus in his Dialogues, but 

the combination of the two kinds of animal stories is 

unusual. 

57. Colgrave, Two Lives, p. 327* 
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Book III ends with the most detailed and convincing 

prophecy of the entire work. Reading the chapter, one has 

difficulty realizing that such prophecies are a conven

tional class of stories within the broader stories of pro

phetic powers, largely because the dialogue and motivation 

of the Princess Aelfflaed are so convincingly natural. A 

sister's concern for her brother, a princess's interest in 

the name of the man who would inherit the kingdom, and a 

nun's curiosity about whether the king's plan to make St. 

Cuthbert bishop would succeed are the sources of the ques

tions she puts to the saint. He answers in the tradition

ally elliptical words of the prophet, not giving a direct 

result but including enough information that the informed 

hearer can understand the meaning of the indirect answers. 

Prophecies about kings and rulers are a special sub-class 

of the stories of prophecy in general. Most of the saints 

at one time or another so prophesied. For instance, Aidan 

predicted the death of Oswini, Cedd the death of Sigeberht 

of Essex. St. Columba prophesied the successor of King 

Aidan just as St. Cuthbert here prophesies the successor of 

Ecgfrith. St. Benedict also predicted the future of King 

Totila. It is possible, according to some critics, that 

this incident with Aelfflaed has affinities with Celtic 
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"d8 man tic literature, but no matter which tradition it draws 

upon, the chapter is both the most conventional and cred

ible of the entire Life. 

The final brief chapter is a summary of St. Cuth

bert's traits as a solitary. The entire description is 

borrowed verbatim from Evagrius's translation of Athana-

sius's Life of St. Antony, with one significant change. 

Athanasius had described Antony as never bursting into 

laughter. Here the Lindisfarne biographer of Cuthbert sub

stituted "cheerful and happy always." The substitution is 

one of the clearest manifestations of the differences 

between the Celtic and the Egyptian temperaments. The 

Irish saints are cheery and joyous, even in their heights 

of asceticism, a trait with which the Egyptian saints would 

have had little sympathy. There is little of Egyptian 

despair and travail in the Irish saints' lives. Instead, 

there is joy in the service of God and happiness in the 

full life of the Christian monk. This is not to say that 

the Celtic saints are never sad or disturbed at their own 

sins or the sins of others, but that the overall tone of 

the lives is brighter and gayer than that of the Egyptian 

lives. 

Book IV begins with St. Cuthbert's election to the 

episcopacy by a synod convened for that purpose. He is, of 

58. H. M. and N. K. Chadwick, The Growth of Lit
erature (Cambridge, 1932), I, lj-72. 
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course, reluctant to accept the position. His hesitation 

is in accordance with the attitude of a large number of 

saints who were made bishops \mder protest, including St. 

Martin, St. Ambrose, St. Augustine, St. Chad, St. Wilfrid, 

and St. Dunstan. This is such a constantly recurring 

feature in hagiological writings that one may almost take 

it for granted that whenever the hero of a saint's life is 

made bishop, he will at first refuse, either on the ground 

of unworthiness or so that he will not have to leave the 

contemplative for the active life, as St. Cuthbert here 

pleads. The most extreme example of this reluctance on the 

part of a saint to become a bishop is that of St. Ammonius, 

who cut off part of his ear to avoid the episcopacy and 

even threatened to cut out his own tongue. He was left to 

60 his life of contemplation. St. Cuthbert was not so 

extreme, but he was reluctant. Overcome by the pleadings 

of the king and Tumma (a hypocoristic form of the name 

Trumwine), who was at this time bishop of the Picts, St. 

Cuthbert accepted the episcopacy. 

The account of St. Cuthbert's virtues as a bishop 

has two possible sources. Albertson points out the close 

relationship between this list of virtues and that which 

59. Colgrave, Two Lives, p. 330. 

60. P. H. L., ch. 11. 
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6)3. 
Sulpicius Severus gives to describe St. Martin, while 

Colgrave refers to Isidor of Seville's description of a 

bishop's qualifications. Of the two suggestions, 

Albertson's seems the most likely in view of the demonstra

ble relationship between the lives of St. Martin and St. 

Cuthbert, "Whether or not the monlc of Lindisfarne read 

Isidore of Seville, he was familiar with the Life of St. 

Martin; therefore it seems reasonable to assign this life 

as the source for this chapter. 

Oncc St. Cuthbert became bishop, he began to heal 

on a wide scale. Chapters III through VII contain a group 

of five miracles of healing. They include the healing of a 

gesith's wife, a nun, a paralyzed boy, a child suffering 

from the plague, and a gesith's servant. Although it is 

easy to find analogues for these miracles in the lives of 

the saints, the scriptural analogues are probably more 

influential. For instance, if we look at the miracle of 

the cure of a boy who was paralyzed, we see exact parallels 

with similar miracles reported of St. Martin, St. Columba, 

and St. Samson of Dol, in such details as sending away all 

the people present so that the saint is alone when perform

ing the miracle. The characteristic probably derives from 

61. Albertson, p. 63, n. 33« 

62. Colgrave, Two Lives, p. 331. 
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the story of the raising of Jairus1 daughter.^ Such 

features of the biblical miracles are usually preserved as 

the miracles themselves become standardized in the 

legends.^ The emphasis on healing powers at the height of 

a saint's spirituality has a practical function in the 

didactic purposes of the saints' lives. As Gregory 

expresses it: 

Scripture teaches us how to attain virtue and per
severe in it, whereas a description of miracles 
shows us how this acquired virtue reveals itself 
in those who persevere in it. Then, too," the 
lives of the saints are often more effective than 
mere instruction for inspiring us to love heaven 
as our home. 

Gregory is speaking with particular reference to miracles 

of healing, for he sees these as the most visibly effective 

of all miracles in revealing acquired virtue. This atti

tude influenced later writers of saints' lives to include 

numbers of miracles of healing as most productive of faith 

and inspiring to virtue in their audience. The compara

tively heavy emphasis on healing in the Anonymous Life is 

the logical product of this approach, but here again that 

work departs from the Antonian model by including a great 

many instances of the saint's healing power. Also 

63. Luke 8. 

6i|_. Colgrave, "Bede's Miracle Stories," p. 208. 

65. Gregory, Dialogues, Preface. Zimmerman's 
translation. 
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significant is the omission of the healing of a young man 

of extraordinary violence, an Antonian miracle which con

stantly recurs in those lives based directly on the Life of 

St. Antony. 

The next miracle is the only example of St. Cuth

bert1 s second sight. It serves as well to confirm the 

truth of his prophecy concerning Ecgfrith when he informed 

Aelfflaed that her brother would die within the year. 

Having fulfilled the last part of the prophecies he made to 

Aelfflaed by becoming a bishop, St. Cuthbert was visiting 

the queen at Carlisle on the day Ecgfrith was slain in 

battle. The vision in which he received the knowledge that 

the Battle of Nechtanesmere was lost and the king dead came 

while he was being taken on a tour of the Roman ruins. His 

first statement, "0 0 0, existimo enim perpetratum esse 

bellum, iudicatumque est iudicium de populis nostris 

bellantibus adversum, (ohJ oh.1 Oh.1 I think that the 

war is over and that judgment has been given against our 

people in the battle. ) is straighforward and easily under

stood. On being pressed for details, however, St. Cuthbert 

fell back on the mysterious phrasing of the traditional 

prophet: "0 filioli mei considerate, quem admirabilis sit 

aer, et recolite quam inscrutabilia sunt iudicia Dei. 

66. V. A., IV, 8. Colgrave's translation. 

67. V. A., IV, 8. Colgrave's translation. 
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(Oh, my sons, look at the sky, consider how wonderful it 

is, and think how inscrutable are the judgments of God.) 

This elliptical statement \fas of course understood when 

news of the defeat and death of Ecgfrith was received and 

it was discovered that the events took place at the same 

day and hour that the vision had come to the saint. 

Second sight is not unusual for a saint, since it 

was apparently a part of his prophetic powers. St. 

Benedict, St. Martin, and St. Antony were all capable of 

seeing events at a considerable distance, but it is unusual 

to find the saint's second sight at work in the affairs of 

the secular kingdom. The only truly similar incident of 

second sight is told of St. Didymus of Alexandria, who saw 

in a trance the death of the Emperor Julian at the exact 

moment it occurred. Considering the close relationship 

between church and state in seventh-century Northumbria, 

however, one is not surprised to find St. Cuthbert using 

his power in connection with a secular event. His rela

tionship with the nobility through the royal abbesses and 

the favor which the king showed to the saint had already 

been established by means of the incident with Aelfflaed, 

the desire of the king to make him bishop, and the very 

circurastances in which this vision occurred. Perhaps this 

incident is the biographer's way of emphasizing St. 

68. P. H. L., ch. !».. 
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Cuthbert's life in the world as a natural concomitant to 

his life in the spirit. St. Benedict may have confined his 

prophecies and visions about kings and rulers to those 

authorities which threatened his work or his monastery, but 

St. Cuthbert had a viable, pleasant relationship with the 

rulers of his kingdom, a relationship which can be inferred 

simply by comparing the instances in which rulers appear in 

the lives of both saints. It is immediately apparent that 

St. Cuthbert's connection with kings is of a different 

order from St. Benedict's. The difference is again, it 

would seem, an indication of the Celtic nature of the saint, 

for the Irish saints are much friendlier with the secular 

authorities than are the earlier Egyptian and Italian 

monastics. 

Chapter IX contains the most common form of pro

phetic vision, foreknowledge of death. The story itself is 

probably Celtic in origin, for the closest analogue is the 

story told of St. Pintan, who gained permission for two 

brothers to die together even though one of them had to be 
Aq 

recalled to life so that this could happen. The actual 

foreknowledge, though, is common to a large number of 

saints from St. Antony onwards. The prominence it attained 

was doubtless due to the widespread fear of sudden death. 

The saint who was forewarned had time to prepare himself 

69. V. S. H.. p. 10£. 
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for death and to fortify himself for his departure by his 

last communion, a final mark of divine favor. In the 

Anonymous Life, a hermit named Herbert requested permission 

to die at the same time as St. Cuthbert. The saint assured 

him that his wish would be granted, and the author steps in 

to comment that there is no point in delaying the outcome 

of the story through a long circumlocution so he will come 

directly to the point. Indeed, the hermit and the bishop 

both later died on the same night and at the same hour. A 

further proof of St. Cuthbert's power of prophecy is 

described in the last miracle before he gave up the bish

opric to return to a life of solitude. Once again visiting 

Aelfflaed, he saw another soul being carried to heaven, a 

vision which was confirmed by inquiry on the next day, the 

confirmation being delivered as the saint had predicted, 

while he was singing mass. In line with the groining stress 

on the saint's foreknowledge of his rapidly approaching 

death, the author Comments that Aelfflaed recognized St. 

Cuthbert's apostolic foreknowledge, "quae et mortem eius 

multis modis evidenter praedixit.(Whereby he also 

clearly foretold his own death in many ways.) 

Prepared to die, St. Cuthbert retired to Inner 

Parne. His last miracle, strangely enough a healing of a 

monk plagued by dysentery, is briefly recorded before the 

7®. V. A.. IV, 10. Colgrave's translation. 
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succinct account of St. Cuthbert's death is chronicled. 

The brevity of the description of his passing is the most 

noticeable departure of this account from the structure of 

the conventional saint's life. The author puts the whole 

thing in one sentence: "Postquam ergo sanctae memoriae 

Cudberhtus episcopus peracta communione elevatis oculis et 

manibus ad coelum, commendans Domino animam suam, emittens 

71 
spiritual, sedensque sine gemitu obiit in viam patrum. 

(But after Bishop Cuthbert of holy memory had taken com

munion and lifted up his eyes and hands to heaven, he com

manded his soul to the Lord, and, sitting there, he 

breathed his last, and without a sigh went in the way of 

his fathers.) The biographer then moves on to an equally 

torse description of the preparation of the body for burial 

and its placement in the church at Lindisfarne. Contrast 

this death scene with St. Antony's, where he speaks his 

valedictory, awaro of his victory over death in that he 

knows he passes to eternal life, and where he dies joyously 

" a s  t h o u g h  s a i l i n g  f r o m  a  f o r e i g n  c i t y  t o  h i s  o w n . H e  

distributes gifts to his attendants, gives advice on how to 

meet the temporal difficulties they will face, and sums up 

his own life for their instruction. None of this sort of 

thing appears in St. Cuthbert's death scene. He merely 

71* V. A.. IV, 13. Colgrave's translation. 

72. Antony, ch. 89-92. 
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takes communion and dies. It is improbable that an author 

working consciously in the Antonian form would have per

mitted such a deviation. This is one of the major argu

ments against direct Antonian influence on the structure of 

the Anonymous Life. 

The remaining miracles of healing accomplished by 

the relics of the saint and the phenomenon of the incorrupt 

body need little comment, since they are completely con

ventional in saints' legends. Of more interest are the two 

references to the saint as a martyr, an apparent paradox, 

since he died without violence. The designation of such a 

saint as martyr stems from the Irish resolution of the 

difficulty facing their saints in that they were denied 

the crown of actual martyrdom until the Norse incursions at 

the end of the eighth century. Instead, they sought to win 

martyrdom by asceticism. In a seventh-century Irish homily, 

the writer describes three kinds of martyrdom: white 

martyrdom, which implies abandoning everything for God's 

sake; green martyrdom, freeing oneself from evil desires by 

means of fasting and labor; and red martyrdom, enduring 

death for Christ's sake.^ By these definitions, St. Cuth-

bert qualifies as both a green and a white martyr. 

73» W. Stokes and J. Strachan, eds., Thesaurus 
Palaeohibernicus (Cambridge, 1903), II, ff. 
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Although the monk of Lindisfarne wrote his biogra

phy of St. Cuthbert in the mainstream of hagiological writ

ings, as is evident from the number and variety of 

analogues from preceding saints' lives, he was by no means 

a rigid follower of tradition when it came to the structure 

and theme of his work. Several variations from the norm 

established by Athanasius's Life of St. Antony have been 

pointed out in the details of structure and organization, 

but the greatest difference from the particular Antonian 

tradition lies in the tone and theme of the work. Athana-

sius, and his translator Evagrius, saw St. Antony as the 

soldier of Christ, engaged in a great struggle against evil 

and vanning his victory only after great travail and effort 

on his part. This viewpoint is echoed in places by the 

anonymous biographer of St. Cuthbert, but the dominant 

theme of his work is the triumphant saint in all his glory. 

St. Cuthbert's ascetic practices, his routing of 

demons, his moments of struggle are de-emphasized. The 

stress is on his power and spiritual strength as an example 

for emulation by a monastic audience. In this he is much 

closer to the Irish saints, who are also triumphant exam

ples of Christianity and patterns for their more humble 

brethren. Victorious over their fleshly desires and 

ghostly sins, they stand as towers of faith and joy in 

religious life, illuminating and overpowering the forces of 
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darkness by their very existence. . St. Cuthbert is a worthy 

successor to this tradition as he is described in the 

Anonymous Life, for he too came early to the full potenti

ality of his sainthood. St. Antony's death is the climax 

of his life, the final victory towards which he had been 

working. St. Cuthbert's death is the peaceful end of a 

virtuous existence, the logical extension of his sanctity. 

There is no need for the biographer to include the standard 

specimen discourse, for it is not St. Cuthbert's theologi

cal teachings which are to be remembered but his shining 

illustration of the works of acquired virtue. This Celtic 

saint was above the struggle so vividly portrayed in the 

early lives, partaking with his Irish ancestors of the 

fruits rather than the means of sainthood. 



CHAPTER I4. 

THE VENERABLE BEBE'S PROSE VITA 

The Venerable Bede, in composing his prose Life of 

St. Cuthbert, moved deliberately away from the Irish tradi

tion in which the Anonymous Life was written and toward the 

Antonian tradition, which shaped most of his changes and 

additions. There can be no doubt that he had read the 

Anonymous Life, for he mentions the earlier version as a 

source in the preface to his Historia Ecclesiastica.^ In 

the prologue to the Life of St. Cuthbert, however, the 

Anonymous Life is not designated as a source. Perhaps this 

omission is made out of a sense of delicacy, since Bede is 

attempting a fuller, more interesting version of a work 

2 composed only fifteen or so years before. It is, nonethe

less, curious that Bede does not refer to the work which he 

follows so closely. It is even more curious that, while 

shaping the narrative to fit the Antonian tradition, he 

does not include the same kind of preface as appears in the 

Anonymous Life. Instead, Bede provides a careful account 

of his reasons for writing this Life and his methods for 

1. Bede, H. E., Preface. 

2. Wilhelm Levison, "Bede as Historian," in Bede: 
His Life, Times, and Writings, p. 127 > n. 1. 

116 
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insuring the accuracy of the stories he relates, along with 

a request for the reward he has been promised for his 

efforts by Eadfrith. 

This setting-forth of procedure rather than the 

usual apology may reflect Bede's increasing interest in 

history, for the Life of St. Cuthbert is, so far as we 

know, one of the last works he composed before beginning 

the Historia Ecclesiastica. The date of the Life is prob

ably somewhere around 721. It is dedicated to the bishop 

Eadfrith who died in that year, and Bede refers to it in 

his De temporum ratione as having been written "some years 

ago." Since the De temporum ratione was written in 72S>» 

the Life of St. Cuthbert was probably written not much 

before 721.^ 

The prologue contains Bede's methods of investiga

tion, by which he intends to establish the authoritative 

nature of his work. Bede informs his readers that he began 

by examining credible witnesses and taking notes which he 

then showed to Herefrith and other companions of Cuthbert 

for verification. Once he was sure of his facts, he com

posed the Life and had it read to the elders and teachers 

of the congregation at Lindisfarne. All agreed on its 

accuracy, but apparently the auditors wished to add some 

material which Bede rejected as improper for insertion into 

3. Colgrave, Two Lives, p. 16. 
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a work which was already complete. There is only a faint 

possibility, but an interesting one, that the additional 

matter included the Irish stories of St. Cuthbert's youth 

which appear in the twelfth-century Libellus. -̂ Bede's 

rejection of such material would be consistent with his 

reliance on earlier saints' lives for his categories of 

miracles acceptable for the Kistoria Eccle.-iastica and his 

usual avoidance of overtly Celtic material for his histori

cal works. Whatever the reason, his argument against the 

inclusion of the new material seems weak and illogical. 

The reference at least hints at a body of tradition exist

ing outside the written form, an oral tradition which is 

now lost unless, indeed, it found expression in the twelfth 

century. 

Bede closes the prologue with a request for the 

prayers of his readers during his life and masses for his 

soul after his death. He reminds Eadfrith of his promise 

to place Bede's name in "albo vestrae sanctae congrega-

tionis."^ This promise refers to the Liber Vitae, a list 

of names of the living and the dead for whom prayers were 

offered during the celebration of the mass. Bede also men

tions his Metrical Life of St. Cuthbert, which he had 

Ij.. See below, chapter $. 

5* V. C., Preface. 
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£ written between 705 and 716. Although the Metrical Life 

may form a twofold treatment, with the Prose Life, on the 

7 model of Sedulius' Carmen and Opus paschale,' it seems more 

likely that the metrical version was simply an exercise in 

Latin verse for Bede's students and, as such, did not 

occupy a place of importance in the mainstream of hagiog-
O 

raphy. That Bede would compose two versions of the life 

of St. Cuthbert, however, does indicate the prominence of 

the saint in the religious life of Northumbria. 

The difference in emphasis and theme between the 

Prose Life and the Anonymous Life is clear from the first 

miracle Bede relates. In Chapter I, Bede describes the 

incident in which the child of three rebukes St. Cuthbert 

for playing childish games and prophesies that the saint 

will become a bishop. The basic outline of events is the 

same, but an entirely different impression of meaning is 

produced. This is accomplished by changing the scriptural 

references and altering the wording of the prophecy. In 

the Anonymous Life, the story is told in a context of elec

tion and predestination formed by the references to various 

Biblical figures such as David, Samuel, and John the 

6. Werner Jaeger, ed., Palaestra, no. 198 
(Leipzig, 1935). 

7. Levison, p. 126; Colgrave, Two Lives, p. 3. 

8. Jones, p. 217> n. 62. 
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Baptist, who are mentioned because they, like St. Cuthbert, 

were chosen from birth to serve God. Bede avoids this 

theme by using a quotation from the prophet Jeremiah, 

"Bonum est viro cum portaverit jugum ab adolescentia sua, 
q 

sedebit solitarius et tacebit, quia levabit se super se. ' 

(It is good for a mem to have borne the yoke in his youth; 

he shall sit in solitude and be silent because he will 

raise himself above himself.) This quotation introduces 

the element of struggle on the part of the saint to achieve 

spiritual maturity and formulates a basic concept of growth 

in sanctity which does not appear in the Anonymous Life. 

The process of development is carried a little further in 

Bede's account of St. Cuthbert's reaction to the child's 

prophecy. The child, in this version, says, "Quid . . . 

sanctissime antistes et presbiter Cuthberte haec et naturae 

et gradui tuo contraria geris? Ludere te inter parvulos 

non decet, quem Dominus etiam majoribus natu magistrum 

virtutis consecravit.(Vfay, 0 St. Cuthbert, most holy 

bishop and priest, do you do these things so contrary to 

your nature and your rank? It is not fitting for you to 

play among children when the Lord has consecrated you to be 

a teacher of virtue even to your elders.) St. Cuthbert, 

9. Lamentations 3*27-28; V« C., ch. 1. Colgrave's 
translation. 

10. V. C., ch. 1. Colgrave's translation. 
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according to Bede and in contrast to his non-comprehension 

as described by the rinonymous monk of Lindisfarne, 

"stabilio iam ex illo tempore animoque adolescentior 

existere coepit. "H (From that time began to be steadier 

and more mature in mind. ) By such alteration of central 

details Bede, while keeping the facts of the incident 

unchanged, successfully remolds this incident so that it is 

not just another prophecy of greatness for the saint but a 

necessary first step in St. Cuthbert's growth toward sanc

tity. Bede makes the point explicit in his statement that 

the spirit which spoke to St. Cuthbort through the mouth of 

the child also instructed his heart from within. 

• Although Bede would not change the occurrences 

^.described in his source, he could and did give the events a 

different significance. In my opinion, this was the result 

of two closely-related influences. First, Bede carefully 

reshaped his material to conform to the Antonian tradition 

with which he was most familiar because of his Roman train

ing and which he considered more authoritative in terras of 

convention than the Irish tradition which had influenced 

the Anonymous Life. VJhile the necessary reliance on a 

written source restricted to a great extent the changes 

Bede could make in the facts of the incidents he had to 

relate, he could expand upon the significance of the facts 

•  V «  C • *  c h .  1 .  C o l g r a v e ' s  t r a n s l a t i o n .  
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in such a way as to bring them into closer alignment with 

the Antonian model and its teachings. Second, Bede was 

working within the common tradition of movement from the 

particular to the conventional in the saints' lives. This 

trend towards conventionalization of a given saint's life 

explains much, I believe, of the difference between the 

Prose Life and the Anonymous Life. 

Bede's careful avoidance of time references, for 

example, probably arose from the tendency to democratize 

the concept of saints and make them less a coterie of the 

elite than examples of men who have raised themselves above 

the ordinary. The avoidance of time references removes the 

hero from the temporal world. The only exceptions are the 

mention of the two years of the episcopacy, which makes 

12 clear the miracle of the anticipation of death, and the 

specification of the age of St. Cuthbert at the time of the 

childhood prophecy,^ which is for Bede an idealized for

mula indicating the age of purity.^ The influence of the 

Antonian model on the significance and the pressure of con

vention on the method work together to make Bede's Life of 

St. Cuthbert an exemplar of deliberate and successful 

12. V. C., ch. 36. 

13. V. C., ch. 1. 

lit. Jones, pp. 7U-» 217, n. 66. 
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modification of sources to fit a different theme vdthout 

fundamental alteration of the source materials. 

It is also noteworthy that Bede does not refer to 

a witness in his version of the childhood prophecy. The 

monk of Lindisfarne does so in his account of the incident, 

stating that he was told of it by Bishop Tumma and many 

others who had heard the story from St. Cuthbort himself. 

Bede, however, mentions nothing of these authorities, or 

any others. There are two probable reasons for this 

omission. The first lios in the difference between Bede's 

professional and the anonymous author's amateur standing. 

The citation of authorities and careful documentation gives 

an air of verisimilitude to the most remarkable of mira-

1"D cles. It is an intentional device for the huraanization 

of an abstraction which is usually successful and easily 

utilized. The good amateur author uses the device often, 

as does the monk of Lindisfarne in the Anonymous Life. The 

professional uses the stratagem more sparingly, thus pre

serving the emphasis, as does Bede in the Prose Life, where 

. 16 fewer names appear. 

The second reason is more important, for it says 

much about the habits of hagiographers in dealing with 

their sources. As Jones points out, Bede cites the names 

15. Colgrave, Two Lives, p. I*., 

16. See Jones, p. 75. 
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of witnesses only when he is adding new material to what he 

17 has already accepted as factual statements. So it is 

that in the Prose Life Bede uses testimony from witnesses 

when he needs authority for the ethical rather than the 

factual truth. His source supplied the facts; anything 

Bede added had to be supported by the statement of credible 

witnesses. The evidence has little to do with fact. Wit

nesses are needed to testify that the implications of the 

fact are in the saintly pattern. The higher truth, which 

is the purpose of history for Bede, is the controlling 

16 
factor. What has already been written can be supple

mented for the support of its ethical truth, but insofar as 

the saints1 lives are books of manners or examples, the 

factual truth needs no verification because it is rela

tively unimportant. The miracles are the outward manifes

tations of the greater miracle of conversion, simply a 

19 means of expressing the inner grace by an outward sign, 7 

and, as such, do not require the literal fact for proof. 

Delehaye closes his work on hagiography with a quotation 

17. Jones, p. 75. 

18. See Robert V7. Banning, The Vision of History 
in Early Britain (New York and London, 1966), pp. 63-90. 

19. Gregory, Dialogues, III, 17. 
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from De Maistre which sums up this attitude toward mira-

- cles: 

In a letter to Cotmt John Potocki Joseph de 
Maistre quotes, with comments of his own, an 
example of what he calls "Christian mythology. " 
V/e cannot do better in order to elucidate our 
ovm thought than cite this eloquent passage: 
"Listen and I will give you one of those exam
ples. It is taken from some ascetical work the 
title of which I forget. A saint, whose name I 
have also forgotten, had a vision in which he 
saw Satan standing before the throne of God. 
And listening, he heard the evil one say: 'Why 
hast Thou damned me, I who only offended against 
Thee once, whereas Thou has saved thousands of 
men who have offended against Thee many times?' 
And God replied, 'Hast thou asked for pardon 
even once?' Such is Christian mythology.' It is 
the dramatic truth which preserves its value and 
its effect quite independently of literal truth, 
and would indeed gain nothing by it. 

The witnesses Bede cites, therefore, are not those of the 

written authority he relies on for the literal fact of his 

story but the men of good character who are capable of 

testifying to the ethical truth involved in the implica

tions of the events they recount. So it is that in Chapter 

1 of the Prose Life Bede does not mention the testimony of 

Bishop Tumma regarding the literal truth of the childhood 

prophecy, whereas in Chapter 39 he leans heavily on the 

account of Herefrith in the narration of St. Cuthbert's 

death. 

20. Delehaye, p. 231, n. 1. Also quoted by Jones, 
p. 78. 
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The theme of spiritual growth is carried on in the 

pi 
account of St. Cuthbert's healing by an angel. The new 

direction is established by one simple change of motiva

tion. The Anonymous Life describes this miracle as a 

further example of St. Cuthbert's predestination to saint

hood. Bede, in line with his avoidance of the theme of 

election, says: "Quoniam puer Domini Cuthbertus, quae per 

hominem accepit hortamenta sedulo corde retinebat, etiam 
pp 

angelico visu et affatu confortari promeruit." (For 

since St. Cuthbert, the child of the Lord, held fast with 

diligent heart what he received by exhortations through 

man, he also earned the privilege of being comforted by 

seeing and speaking with an angel.) Bede thus makes the 

healing of St. Cuthbert's knee an indication of his spirit

ual growth and a reward for his efforts in that direction 

rather than a gratuitous showing of God's favor to one of 

his saints. Again, this is a move toward the Antonian 

tradition by a shift of emphasis, using the facts of his 

source for a different purpose. 

The third miracle in the Prose Life constitutes one 

of Bede's major additions to the events of the Anonym ox; s 

Life. It is attested to by "rusticae simplicitatis viro, 

21. V. C. , ch. 2. 

22. V. C., ch. 2. Colgrave's translation. 
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et simulandi prorsus ignaro."^3 (a man of rustic simplic

ity and absolutely incapable of untruth.) The story's main 

value lies in its picture of the attitude of the country

folk towards the new Christian religion. Watching the 

plight of the monks driven out to sea by a sudden strong 

wind, the common people jeer at the monks' manner of life, 

"qui communia mortalium jura spernentes, nova et ignota 
pu 

darent statuta vivendi." ̂  (Seeing that they despised the 

common life of mortals and put forth new and unknown rules 

of life.) St. Cuthbert attempts to soften the hearts of 

the people who have no sympathy for the monies, but they 

reply: "Nullus inquiunt hominum pro eis roget, nullius 

eorum misereatur Deus, qui et vetere3 culturas hominibus 

tulere, et novas qualiter observare debeant nemo novit."^ 

(Let ho man pray for them, and may God have no mercy on any 

one of them, for they have robbed men of their old ways of 

worship, and how the new worship is to be conducted, nobody 

knows.) St. Cuthbert then prays, turns the wind so that it 

brings the rafts safely to shore, and convinces the common 

people of the value of faith, as he embodies it. 

That the progress of Christianity in the more 

remote areas was especially slow we know from Gregory's 

23. V. C., ch. 3. Colgrave's translation. 

21+. V. C., ch. 3. Colgrave's translation. 

25. V. Ci1 ch. 3. Colgrave's translation. 
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letter to Mellitus. The change from paganism to Chris

tianity was accomplished in large measure by Gregory's wis

dom in advising his missionaries to assimilate the pagan 

festivals into the calendar of the Church vjithout forcing 

an immediate reversal of customs so that the people could 

make the transition without great turbulence. The problems 

this policy was designed to overcome are clearly illus

trated in this incident from the Prose Life. The story is 

a graphic example of the ignorance of the Church and its 

practices and the accompanying reluctanco to accept the new 

faith, which were so prevalent in thp missionary areas. 

Bede's reasons for including the narrative in the Pro3e 

Life are also clear, in that the incident comprises the 

first active miracle performed by St. Cuthbert. He had, in 

Bede's scheme, been wholly given to the Lord by this time, 

and it is consistent with Bede's view of the history of the 

Church in England that St. Cuthbert's first miracle should 

be concerned with the conversion of the people.^ 

Bede's version of St. Cuthbert's vision of the soul 

of Aidan being carried to heaven differs from that of the 

Anonymous Life in the time it takes for St. Cuthbert to 

receive confirmation of the identity of the person so 

26. Bede, H. E., I, 30. 

27. See Harming, pp. 63-67. 
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28 
honored, but'this variation is relatively unimportant. 

What alters the complexion of the story is Bede's expansion 

of the description St. Cuthbert relates to the other shep

herds. The simple statement of the Anonymous Life is 

developed into a short sermon which kindles the hearts of 

the shepherds to the worship and praise of God. This 

expansion represents another move toward the Antonian form, 

with its emphasis on the teaching responsibilities of the 

saints. 

The miracle of the provision of food while St, 

Cuthbert was journeying across a desolate section of 

England shows, in its two treatments, the major stylistic 

29 and thematic differences betv/een the two early Lives. 

The simple, straightforward story of the Anonymous Life is 

made complicated, is provided with dialogue and a new 

motivation, and is given new significance both in its 

placement within the outlines of the biography and in its 

representation of another step in St. Cuthbert's spiritual 

development. While both biographies place the miracle 

between St. Cuthbert's decision to enter the monastic life 

and his actual reception into a community, its position is 

without specific significance in the Anonymous Life. Bede, 

on the other hand, emphasizes that the miracle occurred 

28. V. C. , ch. [4.. Cf. V. A., I, £. 

29. V. C.. ch. Jj.; V. A., I, 6. 
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while St. Cuthbert was meditating entrance into the reli

gious life, and accounts for the timing by making the pro

vision of food a sign to St. Cuthbert that he should be 

resolute in his decision. The complicating factors Bede 

introduces make the point that the food is a reward for St. 

Cuthbert's obedience to the regulations of the church. 

Bede has St. Cuthbert enter a house and refuse food because 

it is a fast day, in spite of the arguments of the woman 

who offers it that he will find no human habitation on his 

Journey. "At ille quaruuis multum reogante femina rogantis 

instantiam religionis amore devincens jejunus viarn repetiit, 

jejunus diem duxit ad vesperam.(But though the woman 

urged him greatly, his love of religion overcame the 

urgency of her entreaty, and he set out once more fasting, 

and fasted the whole day until evening.) When he finds the 

food, St. Cuthbert immediately recognizes that it is a 

reward for his fast and praises God for his mercy. The 

encounter *;ith the woman, her sustained arguments against 

St. Cuthbert's continuance of the fast, and his determina

tion to follow a religious regulation, all are Bede.'s 

additions'to the original story. It is apparent that these 

matters are introduced to bring the Prose Life into closer 

alignment with the basic organizing principle of the 

Antonian tradition in that the miraculous provision of food 

30* V. C., ch. Colgrave^ translation. 
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is changed, by their presence from a simple example of the 

saintly nature of the young St. Cuthbert to a vital step 

forward in his progress toward sainthood. Since the Life 

of St. Antony is centered on the movement of a soul tox-mrd 

sanctity, and since Bede obviously wishes to stress that 

concept in his reworking of St. Cuthbert's biography, we 

can claim ifith some certainty the direct influence of the 

Antonian tradition on Bede's work. It is obvious through

out all these miracles of St. Cuthbert's youth that Bede is 

reshaping his sources to fit the model Roman saint's life 

by extending the implications of the events of the Anony

mous Life. His St. Cuthbert is not predestined for saint

hood and recognized as one of the elect from his earliest 

youth but moves toward his spiritual majority by his own 

diligence and desire to achieve sanctity. The incidents 

are the same, but their meaning is different. 

With St. Cuthbert's formal entrance into the monas

tery at Melrose, we come to the second of Bede's major 

additions.The account of St. Cuthbert's arrival at 

Melrose, his reception, and his admiration for Boisil is 

peculiar to the Prose Life. In it, we can see the hand of 

the professional author, for with this anecdote Bede begins 

rearranging the events related in the Anonymous Life to 

achieve greater clarity andvorder in the chronological 

31. V. C. , ch. 6. 
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narrative. St. Cuthbert's relationship with Boisil, who is 

not mentioned in the Anonymous Life, constitutes a central 

element in Bede's story. It is picked up again and form3 

the basis for the entire incident of Chapter 8. 

St. Cuthbert's arrival at Melrose and his greeting 

by Boisil are attested by Sigfrith, an old monk at Jarrow 

from whom Bede heard the story. St. Cuthbert chose 

Melrose, according to this version, because he had heard of 

the virtues of Boisil and wished to submit himself to 

monastic discipline under Boisil's guidance. The different 

phrases which the authors of the Anonymoiis Life and the 

Prose Life employ to describe St. Cuthbert's choice of the 

monastic life explain much of the difference between the 

Celtic and the Roman types of monasticism. The monk of 

Lindisfarne begins his chapter with "Bene ergo disponens 

duriori se vite lege in monasterio con3tringere.(So 

having arranged to bind himself by the more rigid rule of 

life in a monastery.) Bede says that he "monasterialem 

properat subire disciplinam.(Hastens to submit to 

monastic discipline.) There is not much variation in mean

ing, but the attitudes the two phrases suggest are of prime 

importance in understanding the two approaches to the ideal 

of monastic life. The anonymous author stresses the 

32. V. A., II, 1. Colgrave's translation. 

33• V. C., ch. 6. Colgrave's translation. 
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individual choice involved in his voluntarily assuming the 

rigid rule of a monastery, while Bede emphasizes the sub

mission to discipline this involves. It is a minor point, 

but an interesting one, which helps to illuminate the atti

tudes of the two authors themselves. Consistent with the 

Roman form of monastic life is Bede's omission of St. Cuth

bert *s ascetic practices. Indeed, according to Bede, 

Cuthbert specifically rejected the discipline of fasting, 

lest he become unfit for labor. He substituted instead 

abstinence from intoxicants.^ This omission, it seems to 

me, is a result of Bede's deliberate de-emphasis of the 

Irish aspects of St. Cuthbert's life. The omission of 

ascetic practices leads him away from the tradition of St. 

Antony, but this must be an instance in which the contem

porary situation and Bede's own prejudices and opinions 

caused him to deny the older tradition in order to repudi

ate the newer. 

Prom this point, Chapter 6 in the Prose Life, which 

corresponds to Chapter 1 of Book II in the Anonymous Life, 

Bede begins to reorganize the order of the events of St. 

Cuthbert's life. While retaining the basic grouping of 

miracles as they are divided into those which occurred 

while St. Cuthbert was at Melrose, those connected with St. 

Cuthbert's retreat on the Inner Parne, and those performed 

Seo Colgrave, Two Lives, p. 3^1-5 n. 
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during St. Cuthbert's episcopate, Bede alters the arrange

ment within the groupings so that the miracles conform to 

truly chronological structure.^ At the same time, Bede 

introduces references to the specific historical events, 

such as Alhfrith's gift of Ripon to Eata and Eata's sub

sequent removal from that monastery when Alhfrith turned to 

the Roman party. These references are helpful in under

standing St. Cuthbert's role as a bridge between the two 

factions within the Church, but it is noteworthy that the 

historical events are not accompanied by the relevant 

dates, which would fix them in the temporal world. 

Instead, the external events which affect St. Cuthbert's 

residence are treated as examples of the instability of the 

world, and the character of St. Cuthbert as a representa

tive of the eternal is contrasted with the transitory 

nature of the temporal. Thus the factual references 

which would seem at first glance to place the saint more 

firmly in an historical framework actually accomplish the 

opposite purpose, functioning more as a foil to the reli

gious meaning of St. Cuthbert1s life than a means of 

anchoring his biography to the temporal, secular world. 

3£. 'The ordering of Bede's chapters as compared 
with those of the fourth book of the V. A. is 2k» 26, 29, 
30, 32, 33, 25, 27, 28, 3b, 36, 38, 397*52, li-l, 1&, U5-

36. See V. C., ch. 8. 



Also part of Bede's reshaping of events are the 

chapters in which he describes the manner of St. Cuthbert's 

life as monk and bishop.^7 The Anonymous Life refers to 

St. Cuthbert's virtues in these roles, but Bede's account 

is much more detailed, full of the circumstances which 

surrounded St. Cuthbert's sainthood and highlighted his 

virtue. These are, again, historical references, particu

larly in connection with the situation at Lindisfarne when 

St. Cuthbert became prior there. These historical refer

ences do not function in precisely the same fashion as 

those which refer to events external to the meaning of St. 

Cuthbert's life, for they do serve to place him in a 

particular situation which could only have been of impor

tance at a particular time. These references may reflect 

Bede's sense of history, especially his concern with the 

unification of the Church in England, but even here he is 

careful to maintain his theme of the power of the saintly 

example by stressing the significance of St. Cuthbert's 

virtue as displayed in an often difficult situation. In 

this accotint he may have been influenced by Gregory's 

account of the difficulties St. Benedict encountered in the 

course of his ministry. 

37. V. C. , ch. 9, 16, 22, 39. 

38. Gregory, Dialogues, II. 
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All three categories of Bede's major alterations of 

his source, tho3e of rearrangement of events, addition of 

historical references to external events, and expansion of 

the descriptions of St. Cuthbert's virtues by detailing the 

surrounding circumstances, indicate both Bede's great skill 

as an author and his determination to write a saint's life 

in the Antonian tradition. Considered individually, the 

three types of changes show evidence of the process by 

which a saint's life based on oral tradition is modified by 

the pressure of convention. 

As the earlier discussion of the modifications of 

significance and purpose within the framework of the Anony

mous Life indicates, Bede does not rely on alteration of 

events to effect his purposes when he can use the same 

facts as those of the earlier version and provide new, 

often wider, implications for them. In his narration of 

the occurrences of St. Cuthbert's life at Melrose and Ripon, 

however, he adds the story of Boisil's prophecy and death, 

and the miracle of prophecy of the calming of the storm. 

This last miracle incorporates the divine provision of dol

phin flesh for the saint's food as it occurs in the Anony

mous Life but makes the appearance of the food itself com

pletely subordinate to the prophecy which forms the major 

part of the miracle. 
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Bede's account of Boisil's death, with its prefa

tory story of St. Cuthbert's bout with the plague and sub

sequent cure, is found only in this biography. A witness 

is, of course, cited for the accuracy of the story, since 

it does not appear in the Anonymona Life. The narrative is 

obviously based on oral tradition, for it concerns a copy 

of the Gospel of John which was long afterward an identi

fiable relic of this incident and contains a very neat 

relationship of the seven gatherings of the book to the 

seven days of life left to Boisil, the kind of relationship 
og 

which is almost always oral in origin in saints' lives. 

There are, in actuality, three phases of the incident as 

Bede tells it. First, St. Cuthbert, having returned to 

Melrose with Eata, is stricken by the plague. When he 

learns that the brethren of the monastery had spent the 

entire night in prayer for his healing, St. Cuthbert rises 

immediately, saying that since God could not despise the 

prayers of so many good men, he is obviously to be cured. 

When Boisil saw that St. Cuthbert had been healed, he 

informed the saint that although the time of his death was 

not near, he had only seven days to study, for Boisil him

self would die at the end of that time and could no longer 

guide him in his work. The seven days of study and dis

cussion of the Gospel of John which follows comprise the 

39. Delehaye, p. 39. 
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second part of the story. The third section is concerned 

with Boisil's revelation to St. Cuthbert of whab would 

happen to the saint after Boisil's death. Part of the 

prophecy was that St. Cuthbert would become a bishop, but 

this St. Cuthbert kept secret, fearing that he would have 

to leave his retreat and be tempted by the snares of the 

deceptive world.^ 

As far as I know, there is no precise parallel in 

other saints' lives with the circumstances of St. Cuth

bert 's being healed of the plague, although the basic sit

uation does occur frequently when saints are healed by the 

favor of God. St. Cuthbert's reaction to the prayers of 

his brethren, however, and the moving account of his period 

of study with Boisil are most unconventional and are almost 

certainly products of purely oral tradition, as indeed is 

the entire relationship between St. Cuthbert and Boisil. 

Saints often provide guidance for their followers, but they 

are rarely the ones to be guided. It is likely that the 

story is an outgrowth of the increasing emphasis on the 

Roman type of communal living in a monastery which replaced 

the Celtic stress on the individuality of the saints. 

Whatever the reason, the relationship is an unusual one for 

a saint's life. Boisil's foreknowledge of his death and 

11.0. V. C. , ch. 8. 



139 

the secret prophecy of St. Cuthbert's bishopric are, on the 

other hand, completely conventional. 

The second miracle ivhich Bede adds to the account 

of St. Cuthbert's years at Melrose is the story of the 

prophecy concerning the calming of the sea.^ Leaving the 

monastery on the day after Christmas for a quick trip to 

the land of the Picts, St. Cuthbert and his two companions 

were prevented from returning by a fierce storm. They had 

taken no provisions with them, so their situation was most 

unpleasant. On Epiphany, St. Cuthbert, who had retained 

his good spirits, exhorted his companions to have faith and 

look for the banquet the Lord would send them so they could 

keep the festival properly. When they came to the shore, 

they found three pieces of dolphin flesh. St. Cuthbert 

interpreted the number as a sign that the sea would be calm 

in three days, and so, of course, it is. The finding of 

li.2 the dolphin's flesh appears in the Anonymous Life, where 

it is simply another miraculous provision of food for the 

saint, but it is altered in the Prose Life to an occasion 

for prophecy. Consistent with Bede's emphasis on St. Cuth

bert's growth in spiritual matters, this modification of 

the earlier version is intended as another step forward in 

the saint's development. Its importance is implicit in the 

lt-1. V. C., ch. 11. 

14-2. V. A. , II, b• 
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Anonymous Life, for there, too, it is the first example of 

St. Cuthbert's ability to prophesy, and it is followed by 

many more illustrations of the same nature. What is 

implied in the Anonymous Life is made explicit in the Prose 

Life. Bede begins the story by stating: "Coepit inter 

ista vir Dei etiam prophetiae spiritu pollere, ventura 

praedicere, praesentibus absentia nuntiare. (Meanwhile 

the man of God began to grow strong in the spirit of 

prophecy also, to foretell the future and to describe to 

those with him events that were happening elsewhere.) The 

statement is taken verbatim from Gregory's Life of St. 

Benediet.^~ Thi3 borrowing indicates not only Bede's 

acknowledged debt to Gregory's Dialo,Tue3 but also his 

deliberate choice of authority to determine the emphasis of 

his work. The statement marks a stage of development, and 

Bede is very concerned that St. Cuthbert's life should 

reflect the kind of growth the earlier lives were centered 

upon. 

In these two additions, as throughout the Prose 

Life, Bede constantly emphasizes the interrelationship of 

St. Cuthbert's spiritual powers. For example, he begins 

the miracle of the casting out of a demon from the wife of 

a reeve with the words: "Verum quia paulo superius quantum 

•̂3* V. C., ch. 11. Colgrave's translation. 

l\l±. Gregory, Dialogues, II, 11. 
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idem venerabilis Cuthbertus adversum simulaticias diaboli 

fraudes valuerit exposuimus, nunc etiam quid adversus verum 

apertumque eius furorem valeat explicemus, (Seeing that 

we have shown above how the same venerable St. Cuthbert had 

power against the illusory deceits of the devil, now we 

will also show what power he had also against his undis

guised and open fury.) The various miracles are given a 

chronological relationship by such phrases as "meanwhile," 

"at the same time," "after the death of Boisil," and "while 

he was going from strength to strength." This seems an 

extremely simple device, hardly worthy of mention, but the 

effect is important in that the substitution of such 

phrases for the Anonymous Life's usual "at that time" 

creates a chronological narrative rather than a group of 

miracles. The time references are little more definite 

than those of the Anonymous Life, but they do set up a kind 

of organization which gives more solid form to the struc

ture of the biography. 

Bede's rearrangement of events, although beginning 

with St. Cuthbert's entrance into Melrose, becomes much 

more extensive after the saint's removal to Lindisfarne and 

his establishment of a solitary refuge on Inner Fame. 

This new ordering is understandable, for here Bede gets 

into the spiritual center of the traditional saints1 lives, 

^5* V» C.. ch. l£. Colgrave's translation. 
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the search for virtue in solitude, the battles of the soitl 

to achieve spirituality in eremitical life, the miracles 

arising from the success of those battles, and the eventual 

death of the saint. 

Bede's description of St. Cuthbert's life and 

teachings at Lindisfarne differs noticeably in the details 

from that of the anonymous author. This difference, too, 

points up the contrast between the Celtic and the Roman 

approaches to monasticisra, for the bias of each author 

reflects his own training. For instance, Bede omits the 

reference of the Anonymous Life to St. Cuthbert's attempt 

to become a pere/z;rinus. Instead, he presents the transfer 

to Lindisfarne as a reward for his having demonstrated his 

spiritual powers during his time at Melrose.^ Bede's 

reverence for authority and his special reliance upon 

Gregory is indicated by his careful explanation of thei 

position of a bishop within the Celtic organization of a 

monastery, citing Gregory's approval of this mode of life 

as indicated in the papal letter to Augustine.^ YJhere the 

Anonymous Life stresses St. Cuthbert's living of the con

templative life within the active life,^"® Bede is inter

ested in his missionary activities, miracles, and 

lj.6. V. C. , ch. 16. 

lj.7. See also Bede, H. E. , I, 27. 

ll-8- V- A. , IH, 1. 
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organization of the monastery. His virtues in these 

respects are reported in no conventional list but are 

described in convincing detail, emphasizing his patience 

and understanding. The virtues themselves are reminiscent 

of the virtues of all the saints but apparently are not 

taken from one particular source. The one feature which 

can be traced to another saint's life has to do with St. 

Cuthbert's moderation in dress, modelled on Possidius' 

account of St. Augustine.^ St. Cuthbert's zeal in prayer, 

the length of his vigils, and his gift of tears are all 

typical of hundreds of saints. It is the context that 

makes this account of such interest, for St. Cuthbert was 

in a difficult position, attempting to regularize the life 

of the monastery and meeting considerable opposition to the 

new Rule. Bede has put the standard virtues in an histori

cal situation which makes their tested strength even more 

outstanding. The situation again echoes Bede's concern 

with the acceptance of the Roman Rule in Northumbria with

out the presence of such temporal references as would place 

St. Cuthbert in the confines of the seventh century. The 

circumstances are important only in that they portray the 

difficulties which surround a saint even in the monastic 

world. That St. Cuthbert is able to overcome his opposi

tion by the exercise of his virtues is the central point. 

I4.9• Possidius, Augustine, ch. 22. 
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Bede separates the account of St. Cuthbert's life 

at Lindisfarne from the narrative of his retreat into soli

tude. The author of the Anonymous Life combined the two, 

apparently feeling that St. Guthbert's time at Lindisfarne 

was but a prelude to his life as a hermit, while Bede, who 

lays much greater stress on the monastic form of retreat 

from the world, sees the Lindisfarne period as a distinct 

period in the saint's life. Bede also expands upon the 

process by which. St. Cuthbert reaches the Inner Parne by 

describing two removals in his search for solitude. Bede 

says that St. Cuthbert first secluded himself in the outer 

precincts of the monastery, in search of greater things, 

but decided to seek a place of combat farther from mankind, 

and for this reason chose .the Inner Fame, previously unin

habitable because of the phantoms of demons who had taken 

up residence there. The two moves in search of greater 

solitude are apparent parallels to St. Antony's various 

changes of his places of retreat so that he might lead a 

more solitary life. 1̂ Also imitative of the Antonian biog

raphy is Bede's enlargement of the combat with the demons. 

Bede sends St. Cuthbert into battle armed with Paul's pre-

52 scribed regalia for the Christian soldier. Bede does not 

50. V. A. , III, 1; V. C., ch. 17. 

51. Antony, ch. 3» 8, 11, 12, l\9. 

52. Ephesians 6:16-1?. 
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spend much time on the battle against the demons, relying 

instead on the scriptural reference for the proper atmos

phere. This is probably the least Antonian section of the 

life, in spite of Bede's effort to provide something of the 

Antonian conflicts. Also included in this chapter is the 

building of St. Cuthbert!s retreat, with a brief reference 

to the immovable stone which occupies an entire chapter by 

itself in the Anonymous Life. 

Two aspects of the description of St. Cuthbert's 

manner of life on the Inner Parne receive what seems to be 

undue emphasis, but their presence as examples of the holy 

life can be explained by considering the sources. In con

nection with the saint's custom of washing the feet of his 

visitors as a sign of his humility, Bede states that the 

visitors sometimes compelled St. Cuthbert to allov/ them to 

wash his feet in return, for St. Cuthbert's mind was so 

fixed on the care of the soul rather than the body that he 

would not remove his shoes for months at a time. Once he 

had put on his boots at Easter, he would not take them off 

until the Maundy Thursday ritual of washing the feet for 

5I± 
the next Easter. ̂  The mention of the saint's lack of care 

for his feet is reminiscent of St. Antony's refusal to 

bathe his body or feet or even put them into water unless 

53- V. A., III, 2. 

51+. See Colgrave, Two Lives, p. 3914- n. 
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compelled by necessity.The callus which Bede attributes 

to St. Cuthbert's frequent genuflections at prayer stems 

from the Irish custom of accompanying prayer with appro

priate gestures, a custom which is reflected in the Irish 

popularity of James the Less, who made two hundred genu

flections a day and two hundred a night so that his knees 

S6 were as large as a camel's. Bede was probably aware, 

although disapproving, of the Irish custom, and this men

tion of it here may well represent a fragment of oral tra

dition connected with St. Cuthbert. 

Bede's narrative technique is exemplified in the 

closely-related stories of the provision of water, the 

driving away of the birds, the atonement of the ravens, and 

the ministration of the sea.^ This group of tales, whose 

only interrelationship in the Anonymous Life is their con

nection with St. Cuthbert's establishment on the Inner 

Parne, is given an explicit unifying theme by Bede's treat

ment. He makes quite clear the didactic purpose of the 

grouping. First, St. Cuthbert is following the example of 

his predecessors in exercising his authority over the 

physical environment. Bede himself cites miracles per

formed by St. Benedict and St. Antony which constitute a 

55- Antony, ch. 23. 

56. Gougaud, pp. 91-92. 

57. V. C., ch. 18-21. 
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precedent for St. Cuthbert's acts. St. Benedict brought 

forth water from the rock and received obedience from 

ravens; St. Antony restrained wild asses from his garden by 

exhortation. Second, Bede inserts the theological basis 

for St. Cuthbert's power: "Qui enim auctori omnium 

creaturarum fideliter et integro corde famulatur, non est 

mirandum si eius imperiis ac votis omnis creatura deserviat. 

At nos plerunque iccirco subjectae nobis creaturae dominium 

perdimus, quia Domino et creator! omnium ipsi servire 

negligiraus."^9 (For if a man faithfully and wholeheartedly 

serves the maker of all created things, it is no wonder 

though all creation should minister to his commands and 

wishes. But for the most part we lose dominion over the 

creation which was made subject to us, because we ourselves 

neglect to serve the Lord and Creator of all things.) 

Third, he draws a moral for the instruction of his readers. 

The creatures of the air and of the sea serve the man of 

God; his human companions do not. Even the insensible ele

ments teach man what obedience ought to be shown to saints. 

The precedents, the theological support, and the moral are 

woven into the fabric of the incidents as Bede relates 

them, with cross references within the group serving to 

reinforce the central theme of obedience. In some ways, 

58. Antony, ch. 25; Gregory, PialoRues^ II, 5> 

59. V. C., ch. 21. Colgrave's translation. 
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this complication weakens the impact of the miracles, for 

this approach leaves nothing for the reader to supply as 

far as the implications of the story are concerned, but it 

does help to provide a more visible structure and purpose 

for the inclusion of these particular miracles. 

Chapter 22 of the Prose Life contains one of Bede's 

most obvious attempts to bring the biography of St. Cuth-

bert into the Antonian mold. The chapter is modelled on 

the Antonian description of the resort of crowds to the 

hermit, with many verbal parallels,^® and depicts an aspect 

of St. Cuthbert's life in solitude which is not found in 

the Anonymous Life. It also contains one of the many 

samples of St. Cuthbert's discourse which, in Bede's ver

sion, are scattered throughout the work rather than pre

sented as a lengthy specimen discourse as in the Life of 

St. Antony. Bede may have chosen this method as a result 

of his reliance on a source which emphasizes miracles and 

acts rather than teaching, but he seems to be conscious of 

the requirement for specimen discourse in the Antonian form 

of the saint's life and to be working toward that require

ment within the limitations imposed by his source. 

One other statement in this same chapter reveals 

Bede's Roman, as opposed to Celtic, bias in his attitude 

60. Kurtz, pp. 118-119. 

61. Antony, ch. l6-ij,3. 
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toward monasticism. Where the Anonymous Life approved of 

St. Cuthbert's withdrawal from the world as an example of 

the superiority of the eremitical over the cenobitic life, 

Bede here has St. Cuthbert say: "Sed jure ... est 

coenobitarum vita miranda, qui abbatis per omnia subiciunter 

imperiis. Ad eius arbitrium cuncta vigilandi, orandi, 

jejunandi, atque operandi tempora moderantur, quorum 

plurimcs novi parvitatem meam longe et mundicia mentis et 

culmine gratiae prophetalis anteire." " (But the life of 

monks ought rightly to be admired, for they are in all 

things subject to the commands of the abbot, and govern all 

their times of watching, praying, fasting and working by 

his judgment; and I have known many of those who, both in 

purity of heart and in loftiness of prophetic grace, far 

exceed me in my weakness.) It is with such comments, 

interspersed throughout the Prose Life, that Bede repudi

ates the basically Celtic attitudes of the anonymous 

author. 

As might be expected, the majority of the miracles 

which Bede includes in the Pro3e Life are miracles of heal

ing. This kind of thaumaturgy is generally the most fre

quent type in the lives of the saints, presumably because, 

as white magic, healing is the most dramatic of all 

62. V. C., ch. 22. Colgrave's translation. 
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remedies of distress.^ The healing properties of a saint 

extend to his garments and personal property, and this 

reattributed power continues to function after the physical 

death of the saint. Bede relies on the authority of 

Gregory for the inclusion of so many miracles of healing, 

but he uses incidents referred to in the Anonymous Life for 

the specific circumstances. In the Prose Life, Bede 

relates thirty-eight miracles, of which thirteen involve a 

cure of some sort. Only six of these appear in the Anony

mous Life as developed occurrences, but the anonymous 

author is vague enough in his references to miracles 

omitted from his biography to permit Bede considerable 

latitude in choosing from the great store of conventional 

miracles for his expansion of the earlier version.^ 

The miracles of healing which Bede inserts all have 

abundant precedents. Y/e need look no further than Gregory 

for a number of them. For example, Gregory tells how 

Libertinus carried with him one of Honoi^atus's stockings 

which had curative powers of raising the dead when placed 

65 in contact with the corpse. ^ The abbess Aelfflaed and one 

of her nuns were cured of various infirmities by wearing 

63. Loomis, "Miracle Traditions," p. I4.ll. 

V» A. , I, 7j IV, 18. 

65. Gregory, Dialogues, I, 2. 
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66 St. Cuthbert's girdle. Similarly, a paralytic was healed 

by putting on St. Cuthbert's shoes.^ An obvious parallel 

exists between Gregory's story of how a mad woman was 
/ O 

cured by spending the night in Benedict's cave and Bede's 

story of Willibrord Clement, who was healed by his worship 

at St. Cuthbert's tomb.^9 There is little point in multi

plying examples of the conventional miracles of healing, 

especially since one need look no further than Bede's 

Historia for many of them. Except for the differences in 

personal names and specific circumstances, the pattern is 

repetitive. None of Bede's additional miracles are origi

nal or very likely to be based on purely oral tradition. 

Too many other saints had the same experiences. 

Bede's unique contribution is the picture he builds 

of a missionary bishop performing the standard marvels as 

he goes his rounds, preaching and teaching to a reluctantly 

converted people. He is always careful to maintain a 

chronological ordering, placing the miracles before or 

after some other event in the narrative so that the time 

66. V. C., ch. 23. 

67. V. C. . ch. I4.5. 

68. Gregory, Dialogues, II, 38* 

69• V. C. , ch. 

70. For examples, see Bede, H. E. , III, 2, 11, lij.; 
IV, 3, 6; V, 2, 3, k, 5» 6. 
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relationship is clear. This organizing principle is at 

work in Bede's placement of the death of Ecgfrith. In the 

Anonymous Life, the death, which is the fulfillment of an 

earlier prophecy of St. Cuthbert's, takes place five mira

cles after Cuthbert's accession to the episcopacy and only 

two miracles before Cuthbert's own death. The Prose Life, 

in which Bede is mindful of the time sequence set up by the 

prophecy itself, puts the death of Ecgfrith immediately 

after St. Cuthbert's election as bishop. The chronology 

demands such placement for accuracy, but the author of the 

Anonymous Life, not particularly concerned with precision 

in the time sequence, ignored the ordering implied by the 

prophecy itself. Bede, however, does not disregard the 

hints which the earlier biography contains concerning the 

order of events, and he does not hesitate to change that 

order when the internal references indicate a relationship 

left unexplored in the earlier Life. 

The combination of Bede's reordering of events and 

his development of miracles only hinted at in the Anonymous 

Life make his narrative from the time of St. Cuthbert's 

removal to the Inner Parne to the time of his death and 

posthumous miracles more complicated, but sometimes the 

complexity operates in such a way as to detract from the 

original, simple story. An example of this effect is St. 
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71 Cuthbert's meeting xvith the hermit Herbert. In the 

Anonymous Life Herbert's request and St. Cuthbert's assur

ance that it would be granted are straightforuard and 

unadorned. The hermit asks to die at the same time as St. 

Cuthbert; St. Cuthbert prays and reports that the appeal 

will be permitted; and the author tells us that it did so 

happen. Bede's treatment is much more detailed. He gives 

the reasons for St. Cuthbert's being in Carlisle and 

describes the personal friendship of the saint and the her

mit in much the same terms, but with many more words, as 

the anonymous author's version. The dialogue Bede reports 

is much fuller than that of the earlier account, being 

largely devoted to expanding upon St. Cuthbert's foreknowl

edge of his death and Herbert's reasons for wishing to die 

with his teacher. Bede adds that Herbert was made to 

suffer a long illness before his death so that his suffer

ing would make him equal in grace to St. Cuthbert and 

worthy to depart from the body at the same time as the 

saint entered eternal life. There are sound doctrinal 

grounds for Bede's additions, but from the standpoint of 

the reader, they tend to overemphasize his point and 

destroy the artless appeal of the story as told by the 

anonymous author. 

71* V» ch. 28; V. A., IV, 9. 
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Bede's lengthiest addition to the Anonymous Life is 

72 his account of St. Cuthbert's last illness and death. 

None of the details he relates are to be found in the 

Anonymous Life, so, as is his wont, he attributes the 

report to a creditable witness, Herefrith, then abbot of 

Lindisfarne. The importance of the story is evident from 

the fact that Bede treats the entire account as a direct 

quotation from Herefrith, saying that he has not rewritten 

or changed anything of the story as Herefrith told it. The 

narrative is, however, written in Bede's customary style. 

St. Cuthbert's first concern, once his illness had 

become serious, was the place and manner of his burial. He 

wished to be buried on the Inner Parne in a hidden sarcoph

agus. In this he was following St. Antony, who was anxious 

to have his body buried in a place known only to his two 

faithful followers.^ St. Cuthbert's care to dispose of 

his worldly goods in return for gifts given him during his 

lifetime is comparable to St. Antony's gifts to Athanasius, 

Serapion, and his attendant on his deathbed, and is analo

gous to Bede's concern over the division of his pepper, 

napkins, and incense among his fellow-monks.^ The choice 

72, V. C., ch. 37-14.0. 

73. Antony, ch. 91. 

7k- Antony, ch. 91; H. E., lxxvi. 
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of two attendants also parallels the Life of St. Antony, 

The six days of St. Cuthbert's final illness may be derived 

76 from Gregory's account of St. Benedict's final six days. 

St. Cuthbert's final cure, the alleviation of his attend

ant's diarrhea, is accomplished by the touch of his body 

and is in imitation of St. Augustine's healing of a sick 

man while the saint was on his deathbed. ̂  All these 

details are derived from earlier saints' lives, but I can 

find no parallel for the story of the five onions which 

were St. Cuthbert's only food for his last days. This may 

be a touch of oral tradition, for it is the kind of detail 
nQ 

which long survives in unwritten legends. 

The most striking parallel with the Life of St. 

Antony in St. Cuthbert's death scene is his valedictory 

79 statement. The advice he gives his followers is obvi

ously modelled upon St. Antony's final words to his com-
go 

panions. Both saints exhort their listeners to follow 

the rules of regular discipline, to strive for peace and 

harmony, and to guard the bodies of the saints. The most 

75. Antony, ch. 91. 

76. Gregory, Dialogues, II, 37. 

77* Possidius, Augustine, ch. 29. 

78. Pelehaye, p. lj.1. 

79. V. C. . ch. 39. 

80. Antony, ch. 91. 
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interesting aspect of St. Cuthbert's statement is a reshap

ing of the Antonian warning against the schismatics and 

Arians. Bede has St. Cuthbert warn against communion with 

those who support the Celtic dating of Easter, a warning 

which seems somewhat inappropriate considering the Celtic 

training and background of the saint, but which \*ould go 

unnoticed were one not familiar with the controversy which 

raged in the Northumbrian Church during St. Cuthbert's 

lifetime. Bede does not mention why St. Cuthbert left 

Ripon with Eata; so there is no direct evidence in the 

Prose Life that St. Cuthbert ever held other than Roman 

views on the Easter controversy. Also, since Bede never 

refers to St. Cuthbert's early attempt to follow the Celtic 

practice of individual self-exile, the saint's admonition 

to follow the regulations of the monastic rule does not 

seem as strange as it would have had it appeared in the 

Anonymous Life. Indeed, Bede is careful to state that St. 

Cuthbert retired to a life of solitude with the permission 

of his abbot and to present his removal to a hermitage as 
On 

part of the continental saints' tradition. Since he has 

succeeded in turning a Celtic saint into a hybrid embodying 

the best of both the Celtic and Roman traditions, Bede can 

make St. Cuthbert's valedictory an occasion for the 

81. V. C., ch. 17. 
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reaffirmation of the Roman views without fear of self-

contradiction. 

St. Cuthbert also directs the monks to carry his 

body with them should necessity compel them to leave 

Lindisfarne and prophesies that his full glory will not 

come until after his death. Bede attempts to justify St. 

Cuthbert's statement of the possible need for the removal 

of his body by reference to the troubles of the succeeding 

year, troubles which may have been connected with Wilfrid's 

assumption of control over Lindisfarne at that time, but 

the prophecy was more truly fulfilled with the ravages of 

the Danes in 875* St. Cuthbert's reference to his great 

fame after his death does seem a bit peculiar for a saint 

who has consistently been depicted as the epitome of humil

ity and modesty. It seems incongruous that the retiring 

advocate of solitude should claim that his true worth will 

be recognized some day, but this may be a bow in the direc

tion of St. Cuthbert's growing cultus. Certainly, the pre

diction was true. 

Bede closes his version of St. Cuthbert's biography 

with a series of miraculous healings attributed to the 

water in which the body was washed, the dust within the 

tomb, and the several garments of the saints which had been 

O A 

distributed to his followers. He also reports the 

62. V. C. , ch. lj.1, 45, 46. 
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discovery of the incorrupt body, including a poem based on 

the words of Eadberht at the time of St. Cuthbert's trans

lation, and the death and burial of Eadberht in the saint's 

tomb.®^ Bede's final chapter is of interest for two rea

sons. It opens with a statement which implies the attitude 

of the hagiographfer toward the miracles he reports: "Quod 

tamen utrum meritis eiusdem beati patris Cuthberti, an 

successoris eius Edilvmldi viri aeque Deo dediti ascriben-

dum sit, internus arbiter noverit. Neque aliqua ratio 
Ol 

votat utriusque merito factum credi.1 (But whether this 

ought to be ascribed to the merits of the same blessed 

father St. Cuthbert or of his successor Aethilwald, a man 

equally devoted to God, He knows who judges the heart. Nor 

does any reason forbid us to believe that it was wrought by 

the merits of both.) The performance is important; the 

performer is not. The statement is followed by a brief 

history of the inhabitants of St. Cuthbert's hermitage 

after his death, bringing the account almost to the time of 

Bede's writing. The narrative at least gives historians 

facts upon which to base their studies of Lindisfame, but 

the historical aspects are secondary, as far as Bede is 

concerned, to the miracle which proves the healing powers 

of St. Cuthbert's buildings, properly attested by a witness 

83. V. C. , ch. [{.2, lj.3. 

84* V* Colgrave's translation. 
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who felt Felgild's face after it had been healed. The 

anchorite tradition on Inner Parne did not die with St. 

Cuthbert, but his example was continued for the edification 

of later generations. 

Bede's major changes in the Anonymous Life are pro

duced as a result of his two primary interests in composing 

his Prose Life. Since the Prose Life follows the Anonymous 

Life so closely in point of time, we may assume that one of 

Bede's purposes was the composition of a saint's life which 

would conform to the structure and theme of tho Antonian 

form. Certainly, Bede's source adequately presents the 

facts of the legend, but they are not in the proper form as 

far as Bede is concerned. For this reason, he changes the 

emphasis in tho early miracles so that they correspond as a 

group to a vocation, although he cannot respect the source 

and make the vocation as specific as that in the Life of 

St. Antony. For this reason too, he adds several miracles 

of healing, samples of St. Cuthbert1s discourse, and a 

formal valedictory as part of an extended death scene. In 

so doing, he makes an essentially Irish saint's life into a 

Roman biography. Bede's interest in chronology and histor

ical fact accounts for other alterations and expansions. 

Much of his effort is directed toward making the chrono

logical relationships clear and including such external 

events as help to organize St. Cuthbert's life into a 
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clearly horological narrative. Also much of the expansion 

within the miraculous stories apparently is an outgrowth of 

Bede's love of the picturesque and his ability as a pro

fessional author to heighten the interest of a given inci

dent by the inclusion of significant detail and explication 

of motivations. These are all parts of Bede's attempts to 

turn what Levison calls an "aretalogy" into a reliable and 

trustworthy account of the saint. 

We can easily see the methods by which Bede seeks 

to fill out the biography of St. Cuthbert as found in his 

source, but it is more difficult to evaluate the success of 

his amplification. Certainly, Bede improves the lucidity 

and arrangement of the biography, just as he elevates the 

style with more vivid language, but in so doing, he loses 

much of the refreshing simplicity of the Anonymous Life and 

sometimes misses the point of the stories. The prime 

example of this failure on Bede's part is his complication 

of the simple account of the divine provision of food for 

St. Cuthbert when he was traveling over the deserted coun-
OZL 

try near Chester-le-Street. The change in motivation 

suits Bede's purpose but destroys the straightforward, 

uncomplicated effectiveness of the incident as recounted by 

the anonymous author. 

85. Levison, p. 129. 

V* A., I, 6; V. C., ch. 
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The progression in the development of the legend 

from the somewhat inartistic presentation based on oral 

tradition which is found in the Anonymous Life to the con

ventional, carefully articulated treatment based on liter

ary tradition in the Prose Life represents the normal course 

of a saint's legend. Bede's concern with conformity to a 

given model reflects the handling of the legends in written 

form which gave rise to the monotonous quality of so many 

of the saints' lives. Later readers might well wish for 

greater individuality among the legends of the saints, but 

such deviation from established norms did not suit the pur

poses of the hagiographers, who wished to emphasize the 

communion of the saints and their essential sameness in 

virtues and spiritual powers. One saint must reflect 

another, in the view of the medieval hagiologist, if the 

doctrinal basis for the attribution of sainthood is to be 

maintained; therefore, personality is to be sacrificed to 

the standards by which a saint must be judged if he is to 

be accepted in his sanctity. Bede is simply making St. 

Cuthbert acceptable by continental standards and moving him 

closer to the ideal portrait of a saint as Bede received it 

- from the Roman Church. 



CHAPTER £ 

THE LIBELLUS D3 ORTU (VEL NATIVITATE) 

SAHCTI CUTH3ERTI 

The twelfth-century Libellus de ortu (vel nati-

vitate) Sancti Cuthberti^ stands completely apart from the 

two early lives of the saint in subject matter and purpose. 

Although the Anonymous Life was strongly influenced by the 

Irish tradition, as is indicated by its concentration on 

the miracles of the saint as proof of his perfected spirit

ual power, it does maintain something of the continental 

emphasis on structure and discernible thematic unity. 

Bede, in his Prose Life, places still greater stress on the 

continental inheritance of specific arrangement to illus

trate the spiritual growth of a saint. The Libellus, on 

the other hand, shows little defined structure and concerns 

itself primarily with a list of marvels associated with the 

birth and youth of St. Cuthbert. Its obvious dependence on 

oral tradition is apparent from the confusion of motives 

and events in its relation of St. Cuthbert's flight from 

Ireland with his mother, and in the fantastic, fairy tale

like stories it includes. In its interest in the wonderful, 

1. J. Raine, ed., Libellus de ortu (vel nati-
vitate) Sancti Cuthberti, in Miscellanea Biop;raphica, Sur-
tees Society Publications, VIII ~(IB38), pp. 63-oT 
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the Libellus is not atypical of the Irish saints' lives, 

since the majority of its incidents have been related of 

other Irish saints, and it follows the amazing Celtic mira

cle tradition rather than the continental heritage of 
p 

saints' lore. The Libellus does present some peculiarity 

in that the author freely acknowledges the novelty of his 

story and its lack of any claim to be based on a plausible 

tradition. The work is also of some interest in that it 

represents one of the few absolutely clear-cut instances of 

the transference of large amounts of material from one 

saint's life to another without any alteration. 

The full extent of what would be called in modern 

times the plagiarism of the author was first noticed by Sir 

Edmund Craster.̂  His recognition of the Libellus de ortu 

(vel nativitate) Sancti Guthberti as a reproduction of the 

Life of St. Mo locus, founder of Lismore in Argyllshire, was 

confirmed by M, Hope Dodd, who established the place and 

date of composition as Melrose at the end of the twelfth 

century.^" 

An ingenious linguistic link, which helps to 

explain something of the manner in which the transfer of 

• 

2. Loomis, "Miracle Traditions," p. 14-17. 

3. "The Red Book of Durham,11 English Historical 
Review, XL (1925), 507. 

lj.. "The Little Book of the Birth of St. Cuthbert, " 
Archaeologia Aeliana, i^th Ser., VI (1929), 52. 
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material came about, has been substantiated by Father Paul 
XL 

Grosjean, S. J. Father Grosjean points out that the name 

of Mullucc, which, according to the Libellus f was given to 

St. Cuthbert at his baptism, is a hypocoristic form of the 

name Lugaid. An Irish saint by that name is readily avail

able in St. Lugaid of Les Mor. Since St. Lugaid is the 

object of a special cult in Scotland, it is reasonable to 

assume that he may have exercised his apostolate in that 

country, at least during an important part of his life.^ 

The Life of St. Molocus-Lugaid which we possess is, in all 

probability, a late medieval rifaclmento of a much older 

Life, and it is this older version which was plagiarized by 

7 the author of the Libellus.' 

Because St. Molocus-Lugaid v/as an Irishman whose 

labors in Scotland were known--or believed to be known, it 

is natural to find Irish legends of childhood attached to 

his history. There is no authoritative account of St. 

Cuthbert1s country of origin, but that he was English can 

be inferred from the lack of any mention of the place of 

his birth in the early lives. Normally, when such 

5. Paul Grosjean, S. J., "The Alleged Irish Origin 
of St. Cuthbert," in The Relics of St. Cuthbert, ed. 
Francis Battiscombe (Durham, 1956)* PP- li-jJL}--15U-• 

6. V7. J. "Watson, The History of the Celtic Place-
Names of Scotland (Edinburgh and London, 1926), pp. 292-293* 

7. Grosjean, p. 11\.$. 
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information is omitted, it may be assumed that the country 

of the saint is the same as that of his biographer. There

fore, since neither the anonymous monk of Lindisfarne nor 

Bede makes any reference to foreign origin in their 

accounts of St. Cuthbert, we may postulate with some assur

ance that he was English. The attachment of Irish legends 

of childhood to his history is not a natural development, 

in view of the evidence of the early lives, and we may say 

that such attachment was probably the work of a single 

author relying on some fragments of oral tradition which 

confused the childhoods of the two saints. 

The tradition which caused the confusion may well 

have been the ascription to St. Cuthbert of a royal Irish 

lineage. This declaration was made of so many continental 

saints before the twelfth century that it could not have 

been surprising to a monk not well-versed in hagiography. 

The source of the confusion lies in the probable failure to 

differentiate between the names Muccin, Molocus, and 

Mullucc. Given the appearance of the ghost saint Muccin in 

Irish martyrologies, the author of the Libellu3 may well 

have believed that he had discovered a trustworthy dociiment 

concerning St. Cuthbert. A simple misreading of the abbre

viation Mucc, listed in the Book of Leinster before the 

name of St. Cuthbert under March 20, could easily have led 

to the mistaken belief that this Mucc was another name for 
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St. Cuthbert. The confusion would be especially likely in 

Melrose, which was a common center of the two cults of St. 

Molocus-Lugaid and of St. Cuthbert, perhaps the only common 

center. In order to accept this argument, we must also 

assume that the conversation with the Irish ecclesiastics 

which the author records in his Preface centered on the 

same erroneous belief that Mullucc and Molocus were the 

same saint. Since the name of Mullucc appears nowhere in 

the Irish martyrologies, such an assumption is reasonable. 

The martyrologies also furnish supporting evidence of St. 

Cuthbert1s English birth in that he is listed there as a 

Saxon, which in Irish usage means "belonging to one of the 

Germanic races established in Great Britain, but not a 

i.9 Scandinavian. 

It can be argued, however, that all this evidence 

can be interpreted in a different fashion. The silence of 

the monk of Lindisfarne and Bede on the subject of the 

saint's origin may be taken as an indication of foreign 

origin simply because it is otherwise difficult to account 

for. In this view, Irish origin is possible because other

wise Bede and the Lindisfarne monk would have stated St. 

Cuthbert1s place of birth, in order to substantiate his 

credentials as an English saint. Considering the 

8. Grosjean, p. 15>1. 

9. Grosjean, p. 1^7. 
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controversy between the Celtic and the Roman branches of 

the Church at the time the early biographies were written, 

this argument has some persuasiveness. There is also the 

claim of the author of the Libellus to have an Irish source 

confirming St. Cuthbert's royal lineage in Ireland. The 

details of the return of St. Cuthbert's mother to Ireland, 

where she ended her days in a convent, and his mother's 

descent from some Irish king seem probable enough, espe

cially since kings in Ireland were plentiful at the time."'*"'' 

Certainly, the number of corroborating witnesses which the 

author cites would appear to be rather conclusive, but the 

identity of the principal authority upon whom the author 

relies for his evidence leads us back to St. Molocus. In 

t*10 Preface, the composer of the Libellus tells us that 

Eugenius, Bishop of Ardmore, confirmed St. Cuthbert's royal 

blood and revealed a number of facts "de quibus antea 
lp 

nichil novimus." As Bishop of Ardmore, Eugenius would 

certainly be familiar with the traditions of St. Molocus's 

childhood, and his ascription of the legends to St. Cuth-

bert would seem to stem from the confusion of names which 

had occurred. The arguments for the credibility of the 

Libellus , then, on the grounds of the probable authority of 

10* Libellus, Preface. 

11. See Irene P. McKeehan, "The Book of the Nativ
ity of St. Cuthbert," PMLA, XLVIII (1933), 983. 

12. Libellus, Preface. 
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the Irish ecclesiastics the author cites, can be easily 

demolished by recourse to the linguistic evidence and the 

probabilities arising therefrom. 

One further claim on the part of the author needs 

to be considered. Along with the oral tradition he has 

garnered from his distinguished visitors, the author refers 

to a "quaterniuncula" which served as a written authority 

for his story. This document is probably the Life of St. 

Molocus-Luftaid, which was the source for the later version 

which has come down to us. Again, the confusion of names 

is central in any evaluation of the evidence which the 

author of the Libellus marshals in support of his composi

tion. "Whether the mistake had occurred earlier, in the 

writing of the "quaterniuncula," or was made by the author 

of the Libellus, the dependency of the Libellus on the Life 

of St. Molocus-Lugaid is too obvious to permit any dis

cussion of another source. The first twenty-three chapters 

of the Libellus follow the Life of St. Molocus-Lugaid too 

closely to be anything but large-scale copying. Chapters 

2I4.-26 derive from an anonymous Life of St. Adamnan. while 

chapters 27-29 are legendary local explanations of the 

reason why women were forbidden to enter certain churches 

13 of St. Cuthbert. ^ Such extensive borrowing from a 

13. Grosjean, p. n. ij.. 
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literary source precludes any possibility of reliance upon 

the Libellus as an authentic historical source. 

Nevertheless the Libellus is, no matter how unre

liable as to facts, an important stage in the development 

of the legend of St. Cuthbert, for the traditions attached 

to the saint's childhood by the author's confusion of 

Mullucc and Molocus remained firmly affixed until the end 

of the nineteenth century when the Bollandists, in their 

authoritative series of the lives of the saints, separated 

the Irish Libellus from the other sources for the life of 

St. Cuthbert and denied the work any validity.^ For the 

later medieval period, the Irish origin of St. Cuthbert was 

established by the Libellus, and its account was included 

in the histories and chronicles of Durham throughout the 

period. The collections of saints lives made in the south 

of England, however, did not give the Irish origin of the 

saint any currency. For instance, the author of St. Cuth

bert 's life in The Early South English Legendary (c. ll|2£) 

states positively that "Saint Cudbert was i-bore/ Here in 

I'D Engelonde." p The tradition remained alive in the north, 

however, as is shown by its appearance in the Northern 

lit.. See especially Analecta Bollandista, XIII 
(1891}-), PP. 59-60. 

1$. Carl Horstmann, ed., EETS, O.S., LXXXVII 
(1687). 
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Metrical Life of Saint Cuthbert, where the Libellus is 

translated in the interests of thoroughness. 

The Libellus itself is also interesting for the 

position it occupies in relation to the themes of the medi

eval -romance and the close relationship it evinces between 

the lives of the Irish saints, replete with folklore 

motifs, and the medieval romances which developed from the 

same motifs. The Libellus is firmly tied to both literary 

forms, for much of its material, while analogous to inci

dents in other Irish saints' lives, consists of motifs 

which recur frequently in the romance. Typical of the 

Celtic saints1 lives on the one hand and composed of the 

materials of romance on the other, it offers one of the 

clearest illustrations of the interdependence of the two 

types of medieval fiction. 

The account of St. Cuthbert's birth and childhood 

in Ireland as related in the Libellus belongs to the 

wonder-child pattern."^ The requirements of the genre 

within which the author of the Libellus was working blocked 

the full development of the themes involved, a restriction 

which is not unusual in the employment of folklore motifs 

16. J. T. Fowler, ed., The Life of St. Cuthbert in 
English Verse, Surtees Society Publications, LXXXVII 
7IM9T 

17. Antti Aarne, The Types of the Folk-Tale, tr. 
Stith Thompson, Folklore Fellows Communications, No. 71+ 
(Helsinki, 1928). Type 708. 
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within a written form. In this case, the subject of the 

work is the limiting factor. Because the author is 

describing a sanctified wonder-child, he must alter some of 

the circumstances surrounding the prodigies the child is to 

perform, so that there will be conformation to the dictates 

of doctrinal sainthood for his subject. For example, in 

the normal wonder-child pattern, the motivation for the 

birth of an extraordinary child is malicious magic, and the 

child is under some form of enchantment which can only be 

removed by his marriage to his mother. If the wonder-

child is to be a saint, he obviovisly cannot be fathered by 

a devil or by a shape-shifter who assumes the form of his 

mother's husband. It is equally apparent that a saint can

not be under enchantment nor marry his mother to break a 

spell. As is usual with the appearance of folklore in 

written literature, however, the impossibility of the 

entire chain of specific detail does not militate against 

recognition of the pattern. The basic elements are unusual 

origin, extraordinary behavior on the part of the child, 

banishment of the mother, and eventual reunion. The 

Libellus includes all these components, except the reunion, 

accommodated to the circumstances of sainthood; therefore, 

the story may be assigned to the wonder-child type simply 

because its structure conforms to the basic pattern. 

18. See Aarne, p. 112. 
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The separate elements have parallels in both hagio-

graphic literature and medieval romance. The circumstances 

of St. Cuthbert's parentage are reminiscent of the beget

ting of St. David (also known as St. Dewi). In the account 

of St. David's life, his biographer states: 

Rex ceretice regicnis Demeciam que nunc North-
wallia dicitur pergens, invenit sanctimonialem 
sibi obviam nomine Nonnitam virginem pulchram 
nimis. Q,uam concupiscens et vim inferens 
oppressit. Que filium concepit et nec ante nec 
post virum agnovit: sed in castitate mentis et 
corporis perseverans felicem vitam duxit.1" 

A king, while travelling through a certain region 
Demecia, which is now called Northwallia, came 
upon a holy and very beautiful virgin named Norma 
on the way. Overcome by desire and carrying her 
off by force, he raped her. She conceived a son, 
but neither before nor after knew a man, but, 
continuing in a chaste mind and body, she led a 
happy life. 

The author of the Libellus describes the begetting of St. 

Cuthbert in much the same way: "Corrupit virginem, et 

secrecioribus silvis eductam, viribus utens, oppressit. 

Ista sane oppressio conceptionis Cuthberti celebraclo 

fuerat.(He seized the virgin, and, leading her away to 

the hidden places of the forest, raped her. By that rape 

was the renowned Cuthbert conceived.) While the conception 

of St. David offers perhaps the closest parallel to that of 

19. A. ¥. Wade-Evans, ed., Vita Saneti David, in 
Vitae Sanctorum Brltanniae et Genealoftiae (Cardiff, 19ilAj-')» 
pp. 150-170. 5ETTT My translation. 

20. Libellus t ch. 5* My translation. 
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St. Cuthbert in the Libellus, the fact of illegitimacy is 

shared by these two saints with a number of other Welsh, 

Irish, and Scottish saints. Conception as a result of rape 

has the effect of maintaining the innocence of a saint's 

mother in that she is not guilty of carnal desire. The 

rape which produces a saint provides him with a kind of 

immaculate conception, a result which partially accounts 

for the widespread presence of this event in saints' lives. 

St. Dubricius, St. Kyned, St. Albeus, St. Brigid, St. 

Tigernach, St. Blane, St. Kentigern, and St. Furseus were 

all illegitimate, while St. Declan and St. Barr were born 

PI of married parents but had incestuous ancestors. 

The presence of illegitimacy, either human or 

supernatural, in the lives of so many saints seems to stem 

from the popular requirement of some kind of unusual origin 

for its heroes. The illegitimacy of heroes certainly has 

classical precedents among heroes like Aeneas, Hercules, 

22 Theseus, and Perseus, but the trait seems to have been 

more widespread among the Irish and Scottish saints, a dis

tribution which probably comes from the Irish dependence on 

folklore motifs for material on which to build the lives of 

21. Saints' lives used for comparison in this 
chapter may be found in Charles Plummer, ed., Vitae 
Sanctorum Hiberniae; A. W. Wade-Evans, ed., Vitae Sanctorum 
Britanniae et Genealogiae; Alban Butler, The Lives of the 
Saints. 

22. See McKeehan, p. 988, for further examples. 
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their saints. In my opinion, we need look no further than 

Cu Chulainn and Finn, both great Irish folk heroes and both 

illegitimate, to explain why the Irish saints' lives number 

so many saints of this origin. Another factor which helps 

to explain the presence of numbers of illegitimate saints 

is the necessity of extraordinary origin in the wonder-

child pattern of folktales. All the illegitimate saints 

are also wonder-children, and their early prodigies are a 

salient feature of Irish saints1 lore, again because of the 

folklore influence. Since such childhood miracles are not 

a feature of the continental tradition, where the emphasis 

is on the growth in spirit of the individual saints so that 

they do not perform miracles until they have achieved a 

vocation and survived the discipline necessary to bring 

wonder-working power, the role of folklore in the shaping 

of the Irish lives seems the most logical reason for their 

variance from the older tradition. The widespread folk

tale type provides a rationale for the biographers of 

saints and connects their lives with the ancient tradition 

of magical origin for popular heroes. 

The same theme of supernatural parentage is opera

tive in the medieval romance. Sir Degare, for example, 

describes the hero's birth as a result of an encounter 

between his mother and a Fairy Wooer whom she meets in the 
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forest.^3 The parallels between the scene in Sir Degare 

and that in the Libellu3 are surprisingly many. The day in 

each case is a holiday, the woman is separated from her 

companions, also female, the wooer declares his love for 

the maiden, and the rape takes place in a forest. The only 

real difference is that Sir Degare's mother does not know 

her seducer, while St. Cuthbert's mother knows her seducer 

as the murderer of her father and the pursuer she has 

evaded for some time. The basic situation, then, in both 

saint's life and romance, is the same. The type is, of 

course, developed in the romance, while the saint's life 

does not reach the point of fulfillment of the pattern, but 

the similarity between the two cannot be denied. Connected 

with Sir Degare in shared motifs are the lays of Tydorel 
pli 

and Sir Gowther. ^ In both these romances the woman is 

wooed in a garden or forest, and in both she gives birth to 

an extraordinary son. Tydorel's hero is a prodigy of cour

tesy, ̂  while Sjj^jcwther's central character is a marvel 

of evil,^ the basic pattern of the wonder-child is 

preserved in both. 

23. Thomas C. Rumble, ed., The Breton Lays in 
Middle English (Detroit, 1965), pp. Ij.5-78. 

2k> P. Ravenal, "Tydorel and Sir Gowther," PMLA, 
XX (1905), 152-177. 

25. Gaston Paris, ed., Romania. VIII (l879)» 66 ff. 

26. Rumble, pp. 179-201].. 
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Other heroes of romances who are illegitimate 

include Yonec, Libeaus Desconus, Alexander, Amadis de Gaul, 

Merlin, Galahad, and Arthur himself. 7̂ The probable source 

of this widespread illegitimacy is a matter of some dis

agreement among scholars. Celticists maintain that the 

initial motif, that of the Other-World parent, was given 

the form that developed into the Robert the Devil stories 

by an Irish tale preserved in the fifteenth-century Book of 
pO 

Fermoy, but possibly as old as the eleventh century. ° 

Opposed to this view is the belief that the orchard scenes 

which give rise to the incidents of romance should be 

derived from the Apocryphal legend of Anna, wife of Joachim 

and mother of the Virgin Mary.^ The legend was current in 

western Europe from the fifth century and made widely known 

the type-story of the wish-child whose coming is announced 

by an angelic visitor in an orchard. Certainly, the 

details of the orchard scenes in Tydorel and Sir Gowther, 

as x*ell as Sir Degare, are more closely paralleled by those 

of the Anna legend than any other yet proposed as a source. 

27. See McKeehan, p. 988. 

28. Laura A. Hibbard, Medieval Romance in England 
(New York, 192l|.), p. 53. 

29. M. B. Ogle, "The Orchard Scene in Tydorel and 
Sir Gowther," Romanic Review. XIII (1922), 37-^3. The Anna, 
legend occurs in The Book of James, III, 1-IV, 1, See 
Manuel Komroff, ed., The Authorized Version of the Apocry
pha (New York, 193&). 
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The Apocryphal legend is made more tempting as a source by 

the frequency with which the unusual origin motif appears 

in the Irish saints' lives. Although those appearances are 

well after the fact, the popularity of the motif in hagiog-

raphy may lend some weight to consideration of the Anna 

legend as the primary source for the initial motif of the 

wonder-child folktale type. 

It is of interest in this connection that the 

author of the Libellus supplies no proper names for the 

characters in his story other than the ecclesiastical fig

ures, St. Cuthbert, St. Columba, St. Brigid, Bishop 

Meldanus, and Bishop Eatanus. The names of St. Cuthbert's 

mother and his maternal grandfather are given in the pref

ace but do not appear in the life itself. The avoidance of 

proper names is carried over into the treatment of place 

names as well. The few specific locations that are named 

as sites of the events in St. Cuthbert's life are carefully 

described in terms of continuing oral tradition. In dis

cussing the city of St. Cuthbert's birth, for instance, the 

author says that the same Bishop Eugenius who appears in 

the preface has told him that the people of Kells show to 

visitors the dwelling in which the saint was born and that 

the walls of the nunnery to which St. Cuthbert's mother 

30 retired are still standing. The location at which St, 

30. Libellus, ch. 12. 
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Cuthbert landed in Galloway is also defined from the local 

tradition that St. Cuthbert's stone boat may be seen 

there. Obviously, such details are to be numbered among 

those which were brought to the author by the visiting 

Irish ecclesiastics and are not regarded by the author as 

quite as authoritative as the older folklore motifs which 

make up the greater part of his story. 

VJithin the context of the actual events he relates, 

the composer of the Libellus conscientiously avoids locali

zation of events. This omission of place and proper names 

may well stem from the author's own awareness of the "fairy 

tale" atmosphere of his story. Since he is combining a 

number of folklore motifs around the wonder-child pattern, 

he may have deliberately chosen to omit those details which 

could be checked for factual accuracy and to include the 

fragments of oral tradition which could be ascribed to con

temporary informants and for which he is not, therefore, 

responsible. The only places which the author himself 

names occur in the scene-setting account of the hostilities 

between the king of Connaught and the king of Leinster, but 

for this inclusion he has the authority of centuries of 

Irish tradition in which the two kingdoms were constantly 

at odds. The author of the Libellus seems to have taken 

this traditional enmity and used it to establish the 

31. Libellus, ch. 19. 
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historical probability of such an attack as that of the 

king of Connaught upon the king of Leinster. In so doing, 

the author has set up a rational background for the wonder-

child tale he has to tell. Having anchored his story in a 

probable reality, he is then free to develop the events of 

the folktale insofar as they are consonant with the saint

hood of his major character, safe from criticism on his

torical grounds. He has given his story sufficient veri

similitude for his purposes, since any audience at all 

familiar with Irish tradition would accept the Connaught-

Leinster conflict; the further details he has garnered from 

contemporary oral tradition form a kind of subsidiary sup

port for historicity that satisfies this somewhat naive 

author's requirements for factual material. 

The first five chapters of the Libellus establish 

such historical facts because the author is inclined to 

include the initial motif of the wonder-child pattern. St. 

Cuthbert's mother, however, was not one to suffer quietly 

the exigencies of fortune exemplified by the rape. She 

complained to the king with so many tears and so frequently 

that he was moved to entrust the pregnant woman to the care 

of his mother, who almost immediately moved to a nunnery 

with her ward.Sabina, as she is named in the preface to 

the Libellusi concealed her pregnancy until she actually 

32. Libellus, ch. 6. 
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delivered the child. The birth was accompanied by a clear 

indication of the unusual attributes of the child, for his 

coming was announced by a great light, the source of which 

could not be identified. 

Among the Irish saints, such a supernatural light 

accompanied the births of St. Declan, St. Fechin, St. 

Maedhog, and St. Wilfred. The source of the phenomenon may 

be assigned to the survival of primitive sun-vrorship, as is 

believed by Plummer,^ but it seems more reasonable to con

sider the Biblical manifestations of the Star of Bethle

hem*^ and the effulgence which surrounded the shepherds^ 

as the immediate sources of the light which heralds the 

births of the saints.^ Since the appearance of this par

ticularly significant omen is generally confined to hagi-

ography, the scriptural source is most persuasive, but the 

frequent employment of the word "gleaming" in descriptions 

of the ancient Irish heroes^® may also have played a role 

in the recurrence of the sign in the Irish saints' lives. 

33. Libellus, ch. 7. 

3I4.. V. S. H. « cxxxvii-cxxxviii. 

35. Matthew 2:9. 

36. Luke 2:9. 

37. See McICeehan, p. 995>. 

38. See Tom Peete Cross and Clark H. Slover, eds., 
Ancient Irish Tales (London, Bombay, Sydney, n.d.), passim. 
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That the transference of traits from the sun-god to the 

euhemerized heroes of ancient Ireland included the attri

butes of the light-bringer in the form of lightning and 
•ao 

fire cannot be denied. What seems to have happened in 

Irish hagiography is the combination and synthesis of the 

two streams of influence from biblical tradition and native 

folk-belief to such a degree that the two elements cannot 

be separated. Since one reinforces the other, we can only 

say that there are both literary and oral sources for the 

supernatural appearance of light at the birth of a saint or 

hero and the relationship is too intricate to permit a 

clear definition of either sphere of influence. Vihat is 

clear is that such light belongs properly to the field of 

hagiography, and not to the field of romance. 

There is one notable exception to the relatively 

sharp difference between hagiography and romance with 

reference to the appearance of supernatural light. The one 

Middle English romance in which such a phenomenon occurs is 

Havelok the Dane (c. 1275)The appearance of the flame 

while the hero sleeps is evidently a prophecy of future 

greatness and a sign of divine favor, not an indication of 

39. See Thomas P. 01Rahillyf Early Irish History 
and Mythology (Dublin, 19i4-6)« pp. See also Mai re 
Mac Neill, The Festival of Lughnasa (Dublin, 19&2), 
pp. k-5, 19̂ 7 

lj.0. VI. H. French and C. B. Hale, eds., Middle 
English Metrical Romances (New York, 1930), pp. 71-176. 
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illustrious birth, a distinction which is apparent on close 

reading of the text. The cross on Havelok's shoulder is 

the king-mark, while the flame serves as a means of rescue 

for the hero. The flame is seen by Grim, Goldborough, and 

Ubbe, in each case at a time when they threaten or doubt 

the future of Havelok; thus, it may be seen rather as the 

intervention of divine favor at an opportune moment rather 

than a sign of Havelok's ancestry.^" 

The appearance of flame in the Irish lives of the 

saints fulfills the same function. VJhen the phenomenon 

occurs at other times than the birth of a saint, it is 

clearly a manifestation of divine protection and favor. 

St. Samthann, for instance, prayed to God on her marriage 

night that her virginity might be preserved. A flame of 

great size ascended from her mouth to the roof of the 

house, an occurrence which caused considerable excitement. 

Her foster-father, recognizing divine grace in the virgin, 

h.2 released her from her marriage.^ Somewhat similar appear

ances of fire revealed the future glory of St. Brigid, St. 

Columba, St. Comgall, and St. Mochoemoc. Other Irish 

saints who received this mark of sanctity include St. 

Daygeus, St. Senan, St. Aired, and St. Tigernach.^ The 

lj.1. McKeehan, pp. 995-998. 

U-2. V. S. H. , 253. 

ij-3. Butler, Lives of the Saints, I, 225, 1*73. 522, 
583; II, 28, 270. 
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widespread occurrence of the flame manifestation in Irish 

saints' lives provides analogues for its appearance in the 

Libellus and suggests that the vjriters of romance, at least 

one writer, knew of the motifs which were included in the 

saints1 legends and did not hesitate to borrow an effective 

one. Since the lives of the saints did embody such a great 

number of folklore motifs, it is logical to assume that 

many survived only in hagiographical lore where they were 

preserved as in a storehouse upon which the composers of 

romance could draw at will. 

The bishop of the convent in which St. Cuthbert was 

born recognized the significance of the light which accom

panied his birth, for we are told he went immediately to 

the king to ask that he, as a religious, might adopt the 

child.^ The bishop had his doubts, however, for he feared 

that the child might have been conceived while the mother 

was in the convent and considerable disrepute would have 

been brought upon the institution. Before he accepted the 

child, therefore, the bishop went to the king's mother, St. 

Cuthbert's paternal grandmother and guardian of the saint's 

mother, and asked for an explanation of the circumstances 

which surrounded the begetting of the child.^ The bish

op's questioning of the queen looks like an attempt on the 

111}.. Libellust ch. 7« 

ij-5. Libellus, ch. 8. 
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part of the author to reconcile his folktale motifs with 

probable reality. He may be remembering an incident in the 

history of double monasteries in his part of England. 

Although there were a nixniber of such institutions in north

ern England, only one seems to have offered any occasion 

for scandal, but that one was rather well known. The mon

astery at Coldingham, according to Bede, was consumed by 

fire as a punishment for the wickedness and corruption that 

existed there.^ The fire and the reason for its occur

rence were mentioned by the major chroniclers of North-

umbria for centuries afterward.^ In all probability, the 

story was known to the author of the Libellu3 and may in 

some degree account for his care to remove all possibility 

of infamy from the convent in which St. Cuthbert was born. 

In any event, he has the bishop investigate the facts 

before he adopts the child and assumes the responsibility 

for his education. The bishop makes his inquiry primarily 

because the miracle of the light at the child's birth has 

made him believe that the child would be a great man, a 

theory which supports the correct interpretation of the 

significance of the light phenomenon. 

U-6. Bede, H. E. , IV, 2$, 

14-7- See Hodgson Hinde, ed., Symeon of Durham, 
Surtees Society Publications, LI (1867). 
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The taking of the child to be reared by a foster-

father or mother is another common occurrence in both the 

saints' lives and the romances. St. Brendan, for instance, 

had Bishop Ere for a guardian, St. Mochoemoc was given to 

St. Ita for his training, and St. Samthann was reared by 

the king. Such was the normal state of affairs among the 

nobility and petty nobility of Ireland. Y/e 11-born children 

were usually given to some worthy guardian, who then became 

responsible for the education of the child and his prepara

tion for whatever role he was to adopt in the tribe. Fos

terage in Ireland ended at the age of seventeen, and at 

this age too the youth had to decide whether he would enter 

a monastery, though he might decide two years earlier.^® 

This age boundary is observed in the Libellus, for St. 

Cuthbert is transferred from the care of the bishop who 

first adopted him to that of St. Columba, from St. Columba 

to Eatanus and Meldanus, and from the two bishops to a 

religious man in Lothian. All this moving around is appar

ently accomplished within the first eight years of St. 

Cuthbert's life, for the Libellus includes the first proph

ecy of St. Cuthbert1s future greatness to appear in both 

the Anonymous Life and the Prose Life.^ The incident in 

ij.8, Ryan, Monasticism, p. 213 n. 

lj-9. Libellus, ch. 23; V. A. » I, 3; V. C.', ch. 1. 
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the Llbellus is told in the form of a miracle rather than a 

prophecy by a playmate, but it is obviously the same event 

which begins both earlier Lives. Since both the monk of 

Lindisfarne and Bede place this incident as occurring when 

St. Cuthbert was eight years old, we may accept this age as 

accurate. Accordingly, all the stories told in the 

Libellus must have been considered by the author as having 

taken place before St. Cuthbert reached that age. We must 

assume that, as a monk at Melrose, the author was familiar 

with the two earlier Lives and would, therefore, be aware 

that the miracle he relates occurred when St. Cuthbert was 

eight. The other Lives continue the events of St. Cuth

bert' s biography until he reached the proper age for enter

ing a monastery. 

Historically, then, the rearing of a child by 

foster-parents is an accurate reflection of the custom 

among the nobility at the time of St. Cuthbert1s childhood. 

It is more than that, however, for it embodies also the 

theme of the "fair unknotm. " The noble boy whose beauty 

and distinction give rise to the belief that he must be a 

king's son is a character who appears in many romances, 

most notably in Libeaus Desconus.^ That St. Cuthbert's 

qualities were such that he belongs to this type is made 

50. Max Kaluza, ed., Libeaus Desconus (Berlin, 
1890). 
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quite clear by the author of the Libellus, who says that 

anyone who saw the child "de cujus progenie tantae gratiae 

pulcritudo prodisset quilibet curiosus inquirebat. 

(Inquired with all curiosity about the parentage which had 

produced such pleasing beauty.) Since Libeaus Desconus is 

the son of Gawain and was conceived as the result of a 

rape in the forest, the similarity between the two histo

ries is closer than the shared nobility of the two youths. 

I do not wish to imply that the saint's life or the romance 

directly influenced one another. No such relationship can 

be established, but it can be pointed out that both types 

of literature share the same themes and plots, with the 

details changed to fit the requirements of the author. 

Other romances which embody the same theme include the 

Perceval stories and William of Palerne.^ 

A further theme which is shared by the Libellus and 

the Middle English romances is that of a mother and child 

cast adrift in a boat for the purpose of getting rid of 

them. The punishment of setting adrift is a widespread 

motif in folklore, but there are two parallels to this 

theme in the lives of Celtic saints which offer a particu

larly close comparison. The Life of St. Kentigern relates 

how the mother of the saint is cast adrift as punishment 

Libellus, ch. llj.. My translation. 

52. V. W. Skeat, ed. , EETS, E. S., I (1867). 
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for her virgin conception of a child. The pregnancy is a 

result of her prayers to the Blessed Virgin Mary, but this 

is not, of course, believed by her father, a North British 

king, and he decrees that she be set adrift in accordance 
cjo 

with the lax\?s of the kingdom. J An earlier fragmentary 

life of the same saint establishes a connection with 

romance beyond the presence of the shared motif, in that 

the author ascribes the fatherhood of St. Kentigern to 

5k 
Yvain, son of Urien. Yvain is the hero of Chretien's 

55 Chevalier au Lion. In this fragmentary life, the saint's 

mother is seduced by Yvain in disguise as a serving-woman, 

a detail which-takes us right back to the initial motif of 

the wonder-child pattern. The story of St. Kentigern's 

mother differs from the other versions of the motif in that 

she is set adrift before the birth of her child, but the 

elements of the type are the same. 

A second saint's life which parallels the passage 

of St. Cuthbert with his mother from Ireland to England is 

that of St. Blane.^ There are two versions of St. Blane's 

voyage, as there are three of St. Cuthbert's crossing. In 

53* Alexander P. Forbes, ed., Lives of St. Ninian 
and St. Kentigern, Historians of Scotland, V (I87I+). 

51+. Forbes, Kentigern. pp. 21+3-252. 

55- McKeehan, p. 990. 

56. Alexander P. Forbes, ed., Kalendars of the 
Scottish Saints (Edinburgh, 1872), pp. 2Q0-28T. 
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the first version, the saint's mother is ravished by an 

unknown youth and set adrift with her child as punishment 

for the family dishonor. When they come ashore, the child 

is taken to be educated by St. Kenneth and St. Comgall. In 

the second version, the voyage takes place after St. Blane 

had spent seven years studying with the two saint3. Upon 

their landing in this version, the mother and child are 

received by St. Carthanus, the mother's brother.-^ The 

second version is much like the account in the Libellus of 

St. Cuthbert's voyage. In the Libellus, the journey takes 

place after approximately seven years, the child is 

received first by St. Columba, but is then handed on to the 

bishops Eatanus and Meldanus, who are named as brothers of 

St. Cuthbert's mother, and his education is taken over by 

the bishops so his mother may fulfill a vow to visit 

Rome. 

The third version of St. Cuthbert's passage to 

England contains an interesting detail which is found in 

several variants in other saints' lives. According to the 

Libellus, St. Cuthbert refused to leave Ireland unless he 

were provided with shipping such as had never been seen 

before. Scornfully, the Irish gave him a stone boat, but 

St. Cuthbert made the sign of the cross over the vessel and 

57* McKeehan, p. 991. 

£8. Libellus, ch. 21, 22, 23. 
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i t  f l o a t e d . A t  l e a s t  t h r e e  I r i s h  s a i n t 3  c a n  c l a i m  e q u a l  

facility with umisual transportation, although they did not 

have their materials shaped into sailing vessels. St. 

Bega, in order to escape marriage, sailed to Cumberland 

seated on a clod of earth; St. Flannan made a voyage to 

Rome on a floating stone; and St. Balred moved a dangerous 

shoal across the Firth of Forth by standing upon it and 

praying.Apparently this was not an unusual feat for an 

Irish saint, although St. Cuthbert's making stone float 

aroused considerable wonderment in his audience. 

It should also be remarked in connection with the 

decision to leave Ireland that, in two of the three ver

sions, the motivation is fear on the part of St. Cuthbert's 

mother that she will be forced to submit to the king again 

since the bishop who stood as guardian tc the mother as 

well as the child has died. Her fear, besides being logi

cal, may be considered a survival of that part of the motif 

which assigns the casting adrift of mother and child to the 

revenge of the king with whom the mother is connected. 

Normally, in the Constance stories, which embody this motif 

in romance literature, the mother and child are set adrift 

as the result of malicious betrayal on the part of the 

59. Libellus, ch. 19. 

60. Butler, Lives of the Saints, III, lj.98; IV, 
582; I, 502. 
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woman's father or mother-in-law because they are trying to 

prevent the succession of a son-in-law.^ Later romances, 

as they become more literary, utilize the villainy of a 

rejected lover, an ambitious seneschal, or an intriguing 

courtier. In the Libellus, there is no hint of any of 

the accusers or betrayers who would generate the casting 

adrift of the mother and child, but there remains a trace 

of the treachery which played a part in the folktale pat

tern in the fear of the princess Sabina. St. Guthbert has, 

after all, been provided with all the requirements to form 

a threat against the succession of the kingdom, for he is 

of royal blood, son of a princess, and could, in folklore, 

assert a claim to the throne. Since this is a saint's 

life, no such a threat could ever develop, but the fear St. 

Cuthbert's mother feels is probably a survival of the 

perilous situation in which she would find herself were 

this account more open to the development of the elements 

which form its themes. 

The flight itself suggests the exile-and-return 

romances characteristic of the matter of England, although 

here there is no return.^ The best-known of these 

61. See Margaret Schlauch, Chaucer's Constance and 
Accused Queens (New York, 1927), pp.' J+O-̂ . 

62. Schlauch, p. 113. 

63. McKeehan, p. 993* 



romances are Havelok the Dane and King Horn, but the theme 

also occurs in Beves of Hampton, Guy of Warwick, Richard 

Coeur de Lion, and Gamelyn.^ The circumstances are, of 

course, widely variant in these romances, particularly in 

connection with matters of motivation and character, but 

the basic pattern is similar in all. Beves of Hampton is 

exiled by his need to achieve sufficient stature to win the 

love of a lady, while Gamelyn becomes an outlaw as the 

result of his elder brothers' treachery and a fight with 

the sheriff, but both eventually return after many adven

tures to claim their rights in kingdom or shire. The exile 

may be voluntary or involuntary, but the hero inevitably 

leaves his native area to fulfill a purpose and returns to 

become victorious over his enemies. The theme also occurs 

in ancient Irish stories. Cu Chulainn goes to spend a year 

with Scathach in order to learn the feats which will enable 

him to win the hand of Emer by achieving the greatness 

promised him by Porgall the Vily.^ The training in arms 

which Cu Chulainn gains from Scathach permits him to ful

fill the conditions set by Emer and attain his goal. The 

exile theme is one of the most widespread of all motifs 

6I4.. See Hibbard, pp. 127-1^2, llj.7-163. 

65. Cross and Slover, "The Wooing of Emer," 
pp. 153-171. 
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66 connected with heroes; its appearance in the Libellus is 

not surprising considering the prominent role the exile 

plays in the development of both holy and profane heroes. 

It is understood that the travels of the heroes to 

strange lands in the old Irish tales usually involve a 

visit to the Celtic Other-Vforld, a place which embodies a 

number of unusual traits having to do with foreknowledge, 

power, and wisdom.Logically enough, in a legend which 

is so much influenced by folklore, St. Cuthbert makes such 

a visit in a vision while he is crossing the sea to 

68 England. St. Cuthbert sees the anchor of his ship go 

down to the bottom of the sea, where it catches in the 

eaves of a house. Going down himself to loose the anchor, 

St. Cuthbert is greeted by a man who calls him by his Irish 

name and speaks in the Irish tongue. The man tells St. 

Cuthbert that he will be a citizen of heaven and an example 

of the life to come. He leads the saint into the house, 

where he gives him three vessels or basins, one of which is 

to remain in the possession of the saint, while the other 

two are to be given to the old man with whom St. Cuthbert 

is sailing. The man sends his greetings to St. Cuthbert's 

66. See Lord Raglan, The Hero (London, 1936), 
pp. 177-209. 

67. See O'Rahilly, pp. lj.8l-li.8Ij. 

68. 'Libellus, ch. 16. 
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guardian, but says that no man living on earth could 

explain his name. He then sends St. Cuthbert back to the 

ship, saying that the old man will interpret the saint's 

vision for him. 

The manner in which the journey to the Other-World 

was adapted into the legend is smoothed by the use of the 

banishment theme. The exile grows out of the original 

motif of the wonder-child, and the boat in that story fits 

naturally into the idea of the journey to the Other-World, 

which is usually accomplished by passage over water in a 

boat that is not steered, but driven by the wind. The two 

69 coalesce with facility into a natural sequence. 7 Several 

details of the story as told in the Libellus support the 

identification of this vision as an Other-World journey. 

Primary among these is the location under water, for the 

association with water is a consistent element of the 

Other-"World. The journey is usually undertaken to meet a 

fee, and the strange man in the house supplies that element 

for this author's purposes. The man has known for some 

time how and why St. Cuthbert would visit him, and he is 

prepared with some gifts, significantly basins. These are 

probably reminiscent of the great feasts of the Other-World, 

69. See Howard R. Patch, "The Adaptation of Other-
world Motifs to Medieval Romance," in Philological The 
Malone Anniversary Studies, ed. Thomas A. Kirby and Henry 
Bosley Woolf (Baltimore, 19^9), p. 117» for an example of 
this process in a different context. 
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with their never-empty tables and tuns, although the basins 

are here given a Christian symbolism, a device which sug

gests the development of the Holy Grail into the supreme 

Christian symbol in Arthurian literature. Finally, St. 

Cuthbert is dismissed without learning the man's name, for 

it could not be explained by any living man. This is sug

gestive of the taboos which fairy mistresses usually impose 

on their human lovers. The taboos generally involve a 

prohibition against referring to the mistress or saying her 

name. The inexplicability of the stranger's name in St. 

Cuthbert's visit to the bottom of the sea probably repre

sents a version of that taboo in a form acceptable to the 

monkish author. 

The interpretation of the vision by the old man 

with whom St. Cuthbert is sailing at the time it occurs is 

an interesting example of allegory in the making. Each 

aspect of the dream is explained carefully to apply to St. 

Cuthbert's future. The glittering appearance of the man 

(surely another indication of his Other-World nature) is 

interpreted as indicating his position as a messenger from 

God. The ship in which they are sailing symbolizes the 

Church; the house betokens a place where St. Cuthbert will 

live as a solitary; and the three vessels represents the 

Trinity. The division of the three vessels, one of which 

is to be retained by St. Cuthbert with the other two going 
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to the old man, is explained as meaning that St. Cuthbert 

will be alone at his death and single in religious con

science during his life, while the old man will use the two 

70 other vessels to teach the two commandments of love. Of N 

course, the interpretation of dreams in a Christian context 

is not unusual, but this is an interesting example. 

St. Cuthbert's passage to England completed, the 

author introduces a situation which is the very stuff of 

romance. Upon landing, and after the adventure with the 

robbers, the child-saint is entrusted to the care of St. 

Columba. This particular St. Columba cannot be identified. 

We know of no saint by that name who would have been on the 

Scottish border at the time. Equally "unprovable is the 

probability of the presence of a St. Brigida in the house

hold of St. Columba. The juxtaposition of the names of two 

sixth-century saints with a seventh-century saint is, if 

the author is working primarily from oral tradition, as he 

seems to be, an example of the tendency of the popular 

imagination to group saints of which it is fond without 

71 regard for date or provenance. The grouping of St. Cuth

bert and St. Brigida is especially interesting because it 

sets up a relationship that is the source of many love 

affairs in romance. It is to be expected that no such 

70. Libellus, ch. 17. 

71. Delehaye, p. 39. 



thing could happen in a saint's life, except on a highly 

spiritual level, but the situation itself is certainly 

cognate with the positions of Horn and Rimenhild, William 

and Melior, Ploris and Blaunchefleur, and Beves and 

72 Josian. Because this is a saint's legend, however, the 

two separate, St. Cuthbert to eastern England and St. 

Brigida to western Ireland.The Libellus explicitly 

states that they never met again. This episode constitutes 

the material for a romance, but no romance is made out of 

Aside from the romantic motifs utilized in the 

Libellus. there are several incidents which belong properly 

to hagiography and do not appear in the romance. These are 

specific miracles, often with parallels in other Irish 

saints' lives, but clearly not analogous to the incidents 

of romance. The miracles related of St. Cuthbert in this 

account of his childhood are surprisingly few. There are, 

by my count, only seven miracles attributed to the saint. 

7d 
Of these, one, the floating of the stone boat, is defi

nitely secondary to the central idea of the chapter. Its 

purpose is obviously to show how St. Cuthbert confounded 

72. McKeehan, pp. 992-993* 

73- Libellus, ch. 21-22. 

71}-. McKeehan, p. 993-

75* Libellus, ch. 19. 
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his enemies, but the majority of the chapter is devoted to 

the hostility he encountered and the stages of the journey 

he made in the boat. The last miracle functions as a means 

of transition between this account and the other, fuller 

versions.^ Identified as the first miracle associated 

with the saint in Lothian, the incident is treated in the 

Libellus as a marvel rather than a prophecy. When the 

child saint stands on his head, his clothes remain stiff to 

protect his body and nothing is reported of the prophecy of 

another child that St. Cuthbert will be a revered teacher 

of virtue. The Libellus contains the circumstances but not 

the events of the first miracle recorded of St. Cuthbert in 

the earlier Lives. 

The five miracles we have left are somewhat pecul

iar in their subject matter. The first miracle St. Cuth

bert performs is one of prophecy. The bishop, guardian of 

St. Cuthbert, one day went to see his cattle, taking the 

child with him. They encountered a cow with calf, and the 

bishop asked St. Cuthbert what he saw when he examined the-

cow. The child answered that the calf was not like the 

cow, for the cow was all black, while the calf was red, 

with a white star on its forehead. Before they left the 

herd, the cow calved and produced an offspring of the color 

76. Libellus, ch. 23. 
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77 and description St. Cuthbert had specified.'' Although the 

ability of a saint to prophesy about almost any subject 

cannot be denied, it does seem a bit strange to include a 

prophecy about an unborn calf. The best explanation, it 

seems to me, is that the author was conscious of the age of 

St. Cuthbert at the time of the prophecy and chose a sub

ject which would be likely to be of interest to a small 

boy. I know of no parallels for this miracle in other 

lives of saints, but the story seems a charming addition to 

the legend of a saint as a child. It is quite unusual for 

a saint to possess the power of prophecy at such an early 

age, but then most of the Irish saints are nonconformists 

in one way or another. 

The second miracle performed by St. Cuthbert has to 

do with the repair of a small bell given to the saint by 

his father's family. He was wearing the bell on a chain 

around his neck when it broke. Sorrowing over the accident 

to the bell, St. Cuthbert went to a smith and asked him to 

repair the bell, but the smith knew nothing of the tech

nique required. The smith did recognize, however, that God 

spoke through the mouth of the little child, so when St. 

Cuthbert gathered some rushes for the furnace, the smith 

was willing to attempt the repair. St. Cuthbert so 

impressed the smith with his own faith that he was able to 

77« Libellus, ch. 10. 
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recast the bell quickly and successfully. This miracle, 

too, is without a close parallel, as far as I know. St. 

Cuthbert's miracle is simply another boyish story, but it 

has an overtly didactic purpose in that the author stresses 

the strength of the child's faith and his influence on the 

smith. Through faith all things are indeed possible. 

The third miracle is not performed by the saint. 

He is essentially passive, but St. Cuthbert's reception of 

aid from the seal-calf who returns the Psalter lost in the 

sea"^ is another instance of the long tradition of helpful 

animals in the Irish saints' lives. The Psalter was lost 

as St. Cuthbert prepared to embark on his passage to 

England, swallowed by a seal-calf, and returned whole and 

unharmed as the saint disembarked at the end of his journey. 

The loss of a valued object and its return by a sea crea

ture recalls the Ring of Polycrates as it appears in 

various forms throughout Irish folklore. 

The fourth miracle is something of an excrescence. 

St. Cuthbert and his mother, having landed safely with 

their companions, were threatened by robbers. The saint 

78. Libellus, ch. 11. 

79. Libellus, ch. II4., 18. 

80. See above, chapter 3' 

81. See James Carney, Studies in Irish Literature 
and History (Dublin, 1955)• 
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saw that the robbers were prepared to slay them all in 

order to rob his mother of her jewels and gold, so he 
i 

prayed, and the robbers killed each other instead of the 

ft P 
travelers. The miracle may be considered analogous to 

that performed by St. Maedoc, who blinded a raiding party 

threatening the monastery ruled by St. David at Menevia and 
A o 

so turned them from their course. * In both incidents, 

prayer is the agency and the confusion of would-be preda

tors the result. The Libellus does not say that the 

robbers were blinded, but their blinding would be a reason

able explanation for their attacking each other rather than 

the intended victims. 

The fifth miracle is told of St. Cuthbert while he 

was in the care of St. Columba. Both he and St. Brigida 

were hated by three wicked clerks because the children were 

so virtuous they found special favor in the eyes of their 

guardian. The clerks secretly slew a tame blackbird which 

belonged to the bishop and blamed the children. St. 

Columba took no side in the controversy which followed, 

trying instead to soothe all the parties concerned. Con

fused and weary, St. Cuthbert prayed that, if he and St. 

Brigida were innocent, the bird might be raised from the 

dead. This, of course, happened immediately, and the two 

82. Libellus, ch. 20. 

83- Butler, Lives of the Saints, I, 21lj.. 
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children stood vindicated.®^" The restoration to life of a 

dead bird closely parallels a miracle performed by St. 

Kentigern in similar circumstances. St. Kentigern was 

under the guardianship of St. Servanus, who also had a pet 

bird, in this case a robin. The bird was killed acciden

tally by St. Kentigern1s fellow students, who resolved to 

cast the blame on the youthful saint. When St. Kentigern 

learned of the plot against him, he took the bird and 

prayed for its restoration, which immediately followed. 

Although the character of the elder saint is different 

from that of St. Cuthbert's guardian in that St. Servanus 

threatened drastic punishment to the culprit, the similari

ties between the two stories are striking. At least one 

other Irish saint also revived a dead bird, except that the 
O/ 

bird St. Kieran restored had been seized by a kite. Cer

tainly the love of small animals was a shared character

istic among the Celtic saints, and St. Cuthbert's prayer 

for a tame blackbird was not unusual in their lives. 

The final miracle of the Libellus, the first in the 

two earlier lives, is an imaginative reconstruction of the 

events surrounding the prophecy of the child-playmate that 

St. Cuthbert was destined to be a great bishop. In this 

8lj.. Libellus, ch. 21. 

85. Kentigern, ch. 5« 

86. Butler, Lives of the Saints, III, £13* 
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version, as in the other two, St. Cuthbert was playing at 

games with the other children of his age when he decided to 

join his friends in standing on his head. At this point in 

the earlier lives, a near-by child speaks to St. Cuthbert, 

warning him that a bishop should not indulge in such fool

ishness. In this account, however, a miracle prevents the 

saint's clothing from falling over his head and revealing 

his legs while he is upside down. Instead, his clothes 

remain stiff, guarding his body from the gaze of those not 

of his saintly stature.These alterations in the origi

nal versions, of which the author must have been aware 

since he speaks of the miracle as the first known of St. 

Cuthbert in Lothian, an accurate statement, indicate some

thing of the Celtic love of the marvelous in preference to 

the credible. 

The Libellus de ortu (vel nativitate) Sancti Cuth-

berti represents a curious combination of the themes of 

romance and hagiography. Its structure reflects something 

of the confusion which this combination produces, insofar 

as one motif is blended with another and then mixed in with 

the miracles which belong in an unadulterated saint's 

legend. The lack of a definite structure is best illus

trated by the author's own confusion regarding the motiva

tion and means of St. Cuthbert's departure from Ireland. 

87. Libellus, ch. 23. 
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The biographer provides three separate descriptions of the 

flight. The first version relates the fear of St. Cuth

bert's mother that she might be forced to submit to the 

king when the bishop who has cared for her dies. She 

arranges for a boat, they embark, the Psalter is lost, and 

the thread of the narrative disappears except for the 

author's statement that the Psalter was returned by a imira-

ole.68 

The author breaks off his narrative to explain that 

there is another story about St. Cuthbert's departure that 

he has heard in Ireland, but which seems unlikely to him 

because it is contrary to his legend up to that point. In 

the interests of caution, however, he will include the 

other version so as not to leave anything out. According 

to this second account, the bishop who was St. Cuthbert's 

original guardian handed him over to another holy old man 

who took other boys to educate. The other boys' fathers 

had died and their relatives were determined to force the 

children to take over their heritage, although they were 

very young. The old teacher decided then to flee from 

Ireland in order to protect the boys. The whole situation 

seems a bit strange, since such a flight is an extreme 

measure to defend the children under one's care, but the 

author of the Libellus explains that it was done to protect 

88. Libellus, ch. llj.. 
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the souls of the boys. Their teacher wished to keep them 

with him a little longer so that they might be better men. 

Since St. Cuthbert had been given to the old man to rear, 

he was taken, along with his mother, on the trip to England. 

It is during this journey that St. Cuthbert makes his 

journey to the Other-World and his future is made known to 

him. At the end of this second version of the passage, the 

Psalter lost at the beginning of the first version is 

89 returned to St. Cuthbert amid general rejoicing. 

Again the author breaks his narrative to introduce 

a third version of St. Cuthbert1s flight from Ireland. In 

this report, St. Cuthbert is advised to leave Ireland 

because of the enmity h<3 has aroused in the people by his 

miracles. The stone boat is provided, and the saint sails 

to England with his mother.The author has by this time 

lost sight of his original account, the version which he 

considered authoritative at the time he wrote it. 

The presence of three different narratives of St. 

Cuthbert1s journey to England may well bespeak the influ

ence of 'oral tradition upon the author of the Libellus. He 

obviously wishes to include all the stories he has heard 

concerning the subject of his biography, and if he is him

self coiafused in the telling, the confusion is unimportant 

89. Libellus. ch. 15-18. 

90. Libellus, ch. 19. 
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in comparison to the value of inclusiveness. The incoher

ence" of the narrative when it comes to the central incident 

of the Libellus may, on the other hand, reflect the diffi

culties of the author in dealing with patterns and motifs 

drawn from folklore. He may simply not be able to deal 

competently with the problems of adaptation and transition 

from one motif to another and is, therefore, reduced to 

relating all the probable developments of the patterns with 

which he is working. The author does attempt a judgment on 

the factual accuracy of the three stories he has to tell, 

assigning veracity to the first, doubt to the second, and 

disbelief to the third, but they are all good stories and 

he could not resist including them in his work. 

Whatever the reason for its inconsistencies, the 

Libellus is a fascinating storehouse of the themes common 

to romance and hagiography, and, as such, illustrates the 

probable relationship between the two types of medieval 

literature. Although the romantic motifs are denied devel

opment because of the nature of the author's central char

acter and the demands the presence of a saint makes as far 

as propriety is concerned, the appearance of so many 

romantic motifs in a biography of a saint indicates the 

value of hagiography for the romance and the borrowing back 

and forth which must have occurred at this relatively late 

stage in the development of a saint's legend. The mass of 
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folklore material embodied in the Libellua and attached by 

it to the legend of St. Cuthbert provides some evidence of 

the intrusion of folk-belief into a fixed literary tradi

tion, an intrusion which accounts for some of the most 

interesting, if not the most factual, incidents connected 

with the life of St. Cuthbert. Since the two earliest 

Lives of St. Cuthbert contained no account of his childhood, 

oral tradition simply supplemented the literary form. Both 

the anonymous biographer and Bede began their accounts with 

St. Cuthbert's eighth year and omitted the circumstances of 

his birth and infancy. It was in order to fill this gap in 

the history of the saint that the Libellus was attached to 

the legend. Inaccurate as the work may be, the Libellus 

provided a written authority for the saint's childhood and 

in the process removed a hiatus in his biography. 



CHAPTER 6 

THE NORTHERN METRICAL 

LIFE OP ST. CUTHBERT 

The Life of St. Cuthbert in English Verseusu

ally referred to as the Northern Metrical Life« was com

posed around lk50» probably in Durham. The author of the 

worlc attempted no synthesis of his sources but was content 

to translate with great care the writings of his prede

cessors on a variety of subjects having to do with St. 

Cuthbert and the foundations associated with the saint at 

Holy Island and Durham. The work is divided into four 

books. The first book contains a close translation of the 

twelfth-century Libellus de ortu (vel nativitate) Sancti 

Cuthberti.^ Since this work purports to be an account of 

the first eight years of St. Cuthbert's life, its inclusion 

in the compilation of materials concerning the saint is 

quite reasonable, but its presence in what is otherwise a 

work founded on authoritative sources has led to consid

erable speculation on the probability of an Irish origin 
•a 

for the saint.J Because such conjectures have been based 

1. Fowler, Life, pp. 21-21+5. 

2. Raine, Miscellanea Biographica, pp. 63-87. 

3. See McKeehan, p. 982; Loomis, "Miracle Tradi
tions," p. 1{.16; Fowler, Life, Introduction, pp. vi-vii. 
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on an unjustified faith in the historicity of the Libellus, 

they may be disregarded. All that can be assumed from the 

inclusion of the Libellus in the Northern Metrical Life is 

the firmness with which the material transferred from the 

Life of St. Molocus-Lup;ald was attached to the legend of 

St. Cuthbert. It is possible to see in the very strength 

of the attachment an indication of the possibility of Irish 

origin, but it is more likely that the Libellus was so suc

cessfully grafted on the legend because it filled a gap in 

the biography of the saint and accounted for the period of 

St. Cuthbert's life not described by the monk of Lindis-

farne or by Bede. The popular mind, like nature, abhors a 

vacuum; so the story of St. Cuthbert's childhood was 

readily accepted as valid. In addition, we must not forget 

that the childhood legends were given a written form, which 

in itself conferred authenticity for the purposes of the 

medieval hagiographer.^" The compiler of the Northern 

Metrical Life, then, had the double authority of both oral 

and written tradition for his admission of the Libellus to 

the comprehensive work he wished to compose. 

The second book of the Northern Metrical Life con

sists of a translation of Bede's Prose Life of St. Cuth

bert.^ The compiler's choice of the Prose Life rather than 

ll-. Delehaye, p. 72. 

5* Colgrave, Two Lives, pp. ll|.l-307. 
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£ the earlier Anonymous Life is quite understandable. In 

the first place, Bede's position as an acknowledged saint 

of the Church and the great historian of the English people 

gave his version of St. Cuthbert's life widespread prestige 

simply because it had come from his pen. Second, the Prose 

Life had gained much wider circulation than had the Anony-

mous Life. Such estimates of popularity are necessarily 

tentative, since we must work from incomplete evidence, but 

on the basis of the number of surviving manuscripts, it 

seems fairly clear that Bede's Prose Life was indeed well-

known, while the Anonymous Life had a somewhat more limited 

circulation. There are thirty-eight extant manuscripts 

containing the Prose Life, and thirteen of the Anonymous 

7 Life. The relative dissemination of the two versions 

would seem to support the greater prestige of Bede's 

account. It is natural, then, that the fifteenth-century 

author would turn to Bede for an authoritative accoiuit of 

St. Cuthbert's life from the age of eight. The translation 

is close and precise, although the compiler has a tendency 

to explain whatever points he fears his audience might miss 

of the didactic elements in Bede's narrative. The verse 

form of the first two books is the same--rather uninspired 

6. Colgrave, Two Lives, pp. 60-139. 

7. See Colgrave, Two Lives, pp. 17-39, for a com
plete listing of the manuscripts of both works. 
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couplets in iambic tetrameter. The monotonous regularity 

of the four-beat line soon palls on the reader, but one 

must admit that the versifier is amazingly consistent in 

maintaining his chosen rhythm. 

The third book is comprised of miracles performed 

by St. Cuthbert after his physical death. The miracles are 

taken from three sources. These include Bede's Historia 

Ecclesiastical the Auctarium de miraculis,̂  and Symeon of 

Durham's Historia Dunelmensis ecclesiae.^ The book begins 

after St. Cuthbert1s death and carries the narrative to 

about 1100.*^ The variety of the miracles recorded in Book 

III of the Northern Metrical Life tells us something of the 

vitality of the legend of St. Cuthbert during the difficult 

years of the Danish harassment of Northumbria. Book III is 

written in what appears to be a six-line stanza, although 

it is not so divided in the manuscript or edition. The 

stanza consists of a couplet in iambic tetrameter followed 

by a line of iambic trimeter; the pattern is repeated in 

the second half of the stanza, with the stanza defined as a 

whole by the rhyme of the third and sixth (the short) lines. 

8. Bede, H. E., IV, 29 (31), 30 (32). 

9. Printed by Hinde, pp. 158-201. 

10. Hinde, pp. 1-137. 

11. Fowler, Life, Introduction, p. vii, says, 
erroneously, IO6J4.. 
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The author is by no means as successful in maintaining his 

meter within this stanza form as he is when he uses 

straight couplets, but the variation within the basic pat

tern eventually produces a more pleasant effect than the 

pounding beat of his couplets. 

The fourth book has little relationship to the pre

ceding books except in subject matter, for it, too, is con

cerned with the history of the legend of St. Cuthbert. It 

is, however, a conglomeration of various facets of the 

events and places connected with the saint rather than a 

continuous account. It begins with an epitome of St. Cuth-

12 
bert's life taken from the Brevis relatio. This is fol

lowed by a calculation of St. Cuthbert's age, a computation 

which is apparently original with this author. Then comes 

an account of the founding of Lindisfarne and Durham, based 

on Bede and Symeon. The later history of the two institu

tions, taken from Symeon, includes the harrying of North-

umbria, the wanderings of the Haliwerfolk, or the people 

who left Lindisfarne with the body of St. Cuthbert, a few 

miracles, traditions concerning St. Cuthbert's bias against 

women, an account of Bishop Walcher's abortive attempt to 

replace the secular clerks with monks as custodians of the 

body, Bishop Walcher's subsequent murder as a result of his 

lack of control over his personal retainers, and the 

12. Hinde, pp. 223-230. 
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restoration of a monastic community at Durham under Bishop 

¥illiam. In conclusion, the compiler furnishes an account 

of the boundaries of Islandshire, the section of North-

umbria surrounding Lindisfarne, and of royal and other 

donations to the foundations connected with St. Cuthbert 

down to 1098, translated from the Brevis relatio. It is a 

curious collection of material held together by locale and 

includes little attempt to reconcile discrepancies in the 

various sources or to provide any definite structure out

side of the somewhat vague chronological relationships for 

the ordering of events. The translator returns to iambic 

tetrameter couplets for his meter in Book IV. There is no 

discernible reason for these shifts in verse form except 

the author's announcement of his intention to "chaunge my 

stile" which appears at the beginning of Book III (1. lj.157). 

Perhaps he, too, was conscious of the soporific effect of 

his couplets and wished to add a little interest by varying 

his verse. 

The contents of the Northern Metrical Life are sum

marized in the first fifty-eight lines of Book I by the 

translator in rather less detail than my summary contains. 

He does explain the sources of the Libellus v/ith some care, 

listing the authorities as they appear in the preface to 

that work (11. 17-31}-). Book II is simply attributed to 

Bede, in the assurance that the truth is indeed told in 
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such a source (IX. 35-1+0)• Book III is said to be based on 

the third book of the Historia Boclesiastica (1.14J4.), 

although the miracles which the compiler relates come from 

Book IV of that work. The author himself has difficulty 

clearly summarizing the contents of Book IV in this intro

duction and has to be satisfied with the bare outlines of 

the major event, the bringing of St. Cuthbert's body to 

Durham, and the restoration of the monks by Bishop William. 

He lumps the other materials together Jin'der "divers othir 

cronykill" and makes no attempt to itemize them (11. li.9-5Q)* 

Then he announces the beginning of the narrative and moves 

immediately to the account of St. Cuthbert's birth con

tained in the Libellus. 

The translation of the Libellus is an excellent 

rendition into straightforward English of the sometimes 

complex Latin of the source. The translator makes one 

notable addition to the narrative in his discussion of the 

reasons why St. Cuthbert Bjnd his mother fled from Ireland. 

This author seems to be convinced that the queen-consort, 

wife of St. Cuthbert's father, was at least one of the 

reasons the saint's mother decided to leave the country and 

probably the real cause of the enmity aroused by St. Cuth

bert's miracles. Nothing of this appears in the Libellus^ 

but the translator, normally precise in his rendition, 

13. See Libellus, ch. 11}., 19. 
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includes two references to the hostility of the queen as a 

factor in the decision to take flight. The first of these 

references occurs in the initial version of the departure. 

Having described the exceptional qualities of the child 

which attracted attention and brought questions about his 

parentage, the translator expands the description of the 

mother's fear produced by the numerous inquiries: 

Of hir childe sho had grete doute, 
For gif the kynge3 x^iyfe so stoute 
On hap had wist the childe was his, 
Sho walde have trete him all1 a mys. (11. 5^9-

552) 

This fear of the queen's mistreatment of St. Cuthbert 

should she learn the secret of his father's identity is 

introduced by the translator to bolster what he apparently 

feels is inadequate motivation for the drastic decision on 

the pafrt of the saint's mother to leave Ireland. 

His second reference to the role of the queen in 

St. Cuthbert1s flight is much more extended and clearly 

identified as the translator's own opinion. The comment 

appears in connection with the third version of St. Cuth

bert 's passage to England, where the author of the Libellus 

reports the oral tradition of the hostility produced by the 

saint's miracles without assigning a cause to such irra

tional opposition. The fifteenth-century author comments: 

What was the cause, the buke noght telles, 
Bot it semes it was noght elles 
Bot for the whene his stepdame 
Knew wha him gat, and of whame. 
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His moder was a kynges doghtir, 
He left nane ayre on lyfe bot hir. 
The whene dred that on hap, at age, 
The childe walde aske his heritage 
That his moder fell1 be strynde, 
And of his gudsire deede have mynde, 
And venge it for his moder sake, 
Or elles pray god vengeance to take. 
Thai halde him goddes derlyng, 
Be cause of wondirs wirkyng. 
Thar for dissees him durste nane, 
Bot thai walde fayne he had bene gane 
Pra that contre to othir steede, 
And tharto diverse men him reed 
To wende to othir kyngdome, 
And in yreland na mare to come. (11. 751-770) 

The earlier dread of the king's wife discovering the iden

tity of the child's father is here transformed into the 

certainty that the queen knows who St. Cuthbert is and 

drives him out of Ireland to protect her husband from both 

territorial claims and vengeance. This sounds very much 

like the missing element in the folk-tale pattern of exile 

of the wonder-child. Traditionally, the accused mother 

and her child are cast adrift because of the malice of a 

mother-in-law or the jealousy of a queen, a motivation 

which arose from the matriarchal basis of society. Since 

the line of descent was through the mother, the son of a 

princess posed a natural threat to the reigning king.*-' 

St. Cuthbert is such a son; with the added factor of possi

ble vengeance against his father, who caused the death of 

1I|.. 

15. 

Aarne, Type 708. 

Schlauch, p. 131. 
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St. Cuthbert's maternal grandfather, we have a complete 

account of the traditional threat to a ruler posed by his 

daughter's son.^ 

I do not wish to imply that the fifteenth-century 

translator of the Libellus deliberately and consciously 

completed the folk-tale pattern inherent in his source, but 

it seems fairly clear that he was dissatisfied with the 

motivations supplied by the twelfth-century biography and 

wanted to supplement them with further appropriate material. 

Perhaps his familiarity with probable motivations in such 

circumstances arose from his own awareness of parallels in 

medieval romances ifhich utilize the same elements of the 

pattern as appear in the Libellus, and his additions to the 

-text of his translation simply reflect that awareness. 

VThatever the source of the additional material, we cannot 

escape the fact that its inclusion does serve to fill out 

the basic pattern by supplying some of the cultural back

ground omitted in the Libellus itself. We must also bear 

in mind that the translator consistently overexplains the 

material he is translating, and this addition may merely be 

another instance of his characteristic determination to 

make absolutely clear all the inferences that are to be 

drawn from his treatment of a given subject. 

16. See Sigmund Eisner, A Tale of Wonder (Wexford, 
Ireland, 1957)» pp. 66 ff. 
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The rest of the translation of the Libellus is an 

accurate rendering of the text, allowing for the exigencies 

of verse as opposed to prose, and does not deviate from the 

matter and approach of the original version. Obviously, 

the legends connected with St. Cuthbert's childhood in 

Ireland were an accepted part of the whole legend in the 

fifteenth century, even though their late appearance and 

completely oral origin militate against their acceptance 

from a modern point of view. In the three centuries which 

intervened between the Libellus and_ the Northern Metrical 

Life, the historicity of the childhood legends had been 

established by repetition and written authority and could 

not have been questioned by a fifteenth-century hagiographer. 

The introduction to Book II explains the main 

emphasis of Bede's prologue to the Prose Life while 

announcing the author's intent to omit the prologue itself 

in favor of "shortnes." The translator points out that 

Bede used trustworthy witnesses for the events of St. Cuth

bert's life from the age of eight and that the Prose Life 

has forty-six chapters, all of which he will translate in 

the Northern Metrical Life (11. 965-982). 

The translator's tendency to provide direction for 

those of his readers who might miss the point of an allu

sion or quotation is illustrated in his treatment of the 

first chapter of Bede's Prose Life. Bede begins by quoting 
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17 - " Jeremiah on the hermit's state of perfection. The quota

tion is referred to and paraphrased by the translator, but 

he goes on to explain the meaning of Jeremiah's words so 

that the reader will not mistake the importance of the 

allusion: 

That menes that a mannes resoun 
Sal fall' to contemplacioun, 
And all' to heven sail' be sett, 
That all' the werlde he sail' forgett. 

(11. 995-998)lti 

The translator is not wrong, but he JLs redundant. 

The change from prose to verse in the hands of this 

author produces a colloquial and informal paraphrase of 

Bede's polished Latin. This effect can be seen in the con

trast between the translation of the young child's state

ment to St. Cuthbert concerning the incongruity of his 

boyish games and his future greatness and Bede's prose 

rendition of the same exclamation. In the first place, the 

fifteenth-century author details a statement by the three-

year-old prophet of St. Cuthbert's future: 

As a man of elder age, 
Cuthbert, it acordes noght the to rage; 
Leeve thi laylces and lightnes, 
And sett the to som stabilnes. (11. 1031-103l|.) 

The statement is referred to by Bede, but not quoted 

directly. Bede says that the child "quasi senili con-

stantia coepit hortari ne jocis et otio indulgeret, sed 

17. Lamentations 3:27-28. 

18. Cf. V. C., ch. 1. 
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stabilitati potius mentem simul et menbra subjugaret. 

(Begins to exhort him with the gravity of an old man not to 

indulge in idle games but rather steadfastly to control 

both mind and limbs.) As long as the essential meaning is 

preserved, the translator does not hesitate to change the 

form to accord with his more familiar style. The second 

statement quoted from the child illustrates the difference 

quite clearly: 

Thou haly bischop and preste plight, 
Cuthbert, it cerdes noght the to, 
Agayne thi degre to do; 
He suld noght childres gammys su, 
Whaim god makes mayster of vertu. 

(11. 10l|U-10l}-8) 

Bede's original statement reads: "Quid inquit sanctissime 

antistes et presbiter Cuthberte haec et naturae et gradui 

tuo contraria geris? Ludere te inter parvulos non decet, 

quem Dominus etiam majoribus natu magistrum virtutis con-

20 secravit." (Viihy, 0 Cuthbert, most holy bishop and 

priest, do you do these things so contrary to your nature 

and your rank? It is not fitting for you to play among 

children when the Lord has consecrated you to be a teacher 

of virtue even to your elders.) Both versions express the 

same meaning, but Bede's measured and balanced prose 

creates an entirely different effect from that of the 

translator's imperfect couplets. 

9̂. V. C., ch. 1. Colgrave's translation, 

20* V. C.. ch. 1. Colgrave's translation. 
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As a rule, the translator refrains from direct com

ment on the material at hand, relying rather on the shifts 

of tone and emphasis produced by the process of transla

tion into verse to bring out the points he wishes to stress, 

but there are a few instances of original composition on 

the part of the compiler. An example of original composi

tion occurs in Chapter 3 of Book II, the account of the 

miracle by which St. Cuthbert turns the wind and saves the 

boatloads of monks being driven out to sea. The saint 

prays in the face of considerable opposition from the par

tially-Christianized crowd watching the development of the 

disaster. The men around St. Cuthbert refuse any aid to 

the endangered monks, saying that the Church has only 

brought confusion and a difficult new way of life and 

arguing that it would be better for common men were the 

monks to drown and their mission to be discouraged. The 

translator comments: 

It semes that time religiouse 
To lawed men was full1 heynyouse, 
On happ for thai that lyf reproved 
That synfull1 lawed men that time loved. 

(11. 1177-1180) 

The comment is typical of the additions made to his source 

by this translator, embodying as it does an explanation of 

motivation which is essentially unnecessary. In the two 

lines immediately preceding this analysis of the reason 

ignorant men opposed the coming of Christianity, the people 
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themselves state that if the monks were to die, their 

teachings would have no weight and the layman would be left 

to live as he wished instead of conforming to the new dis

cipline. There is no need for the translator to make the 

point again. The situation and the motivations are clearly 

established already. One must conclude that this transla

tor believes firmly in the principle that repetition is the 

best device for learning and intends to drive home the 

inferences to be drawn from the circumstances by repeating 

them until he can be sure no one could possibly misunder

stand. 

The translator's concern to stress what he consid

ers important about the various incidents which his source 

relates sometimes leads him into repeating a central point 

when there can be absolutely no question as to the meaning 

of the event which embodies it. Such meaningless repeti

tion occurs at the conclusion of Chapter 8. This chapter 

contains the account of St. Cuthbert's relationship with 

Boisil, their final week of study together, Boisil's 

prophecy of the great plague to occur three years later, 

and Boisil's foreknowledge of St. Cuthbert's ascension to 

the episcopate. Bede's version ends with St. Cuthbert's 

desire to live a solitary life and his realization that 

this could not be, a realization brought about largely by 

Boisil's prophecy. Not content with leaving the story as 



it is, and in spite of the original narrative's repeated 

mention of the fact that St. Cuthbert knew he would become 

a bishop, the translator adds: 

Here it semes he wist that oure 
That he suld come to mare honour. 

(11. 1583-158̂ ) 

This pushes the matter to the edge of absurdity, but it 

certainly fulfills the author's purpose, since no one could 

possibly fail to comprehend St. Cuthbert's foreknowledge of 

his own future greatness. 

The two other original comments in Book II of the 

Northern Metrical Life serve different purposes. Also in 

Chapter 8, the translator remarks on the illness of holy 

men: 

Bot it falles oft then and then 
That god suffirs his chosen men 
Pall' in sodayn seknes here, 
Porto make thair mede made clere. 

(11. 1503-1506 r1 

This observation is presumably included to forestall any 

question about the vulnerability of a saint to physical 

disease. The problem of the bodily weakness of holy men 

has been dealt with in these same terns since the question 

first arose; so there is nothing original in the thought of 

the comment. Its presence simply illustrates once again 

the translator's love of redundancy. 

21. "Made" in 1. 1506 is probably a miscopying of 
"mare." 
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The last addition to Bede's account of St. Cuthbert 

differs from the often pointless comments elsewhere in Boole 

II which may be attributed to the translator rather than 

his source. In this instance, the observation probably 

comes from the translator's own knowledge of the conditions 

prevailing in England during the missionary period. The 

chapter he is translating at this point describes St. Cuth

bert's journeys into the wildest and most remote areas of 

Northumbria. Bede states that St. Cuthbert was wont to 

visit those villages whose poverty and ignorance, as well 

as their mountain location, prevented teachers from 

22 approaching them. The translation adds: 

In to hy hilles and ferr stedes 
Whare prestos bade bot few bedes, 
And pople wer ruyed and stoute 
And oft times prechours held with' oute. 

(11. 1631-163U 

Since Bede does not mention any hostility encountered by 

missionaries in his description of St. Cuthbert's preaching 

journeys, it is possible that his fifteenth-century trans

lator is adding material he has garnered from the oral tra

ditions of the difficulty with which England was Christian

ized. It is this kind of local knowledge that adds inter

est to the otherwise routine translation. Another example 

of a worth-while detail added by the translator in his 

mention of St. Hilda's chapel at South Shields as the 

22. V. C., ch. 1. 
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location of the monastery whose monks St. Cuthbert saved 

from being driven out to sea (11. 1128-1129). When he 

draws upon such special knowledge, the translator makes 

valuable interpolations of information. With his mention 

of St. Hilda's chapel, for instance, he solves a problem 

for editors of the Lives of St. Cuthbert.^ It would be 

fortunate were all his additions this useful. 

On the whole, Book II of the Northern Metrical Life 

is an adequate rendition of the sense of Bede's Prose Life 

of St. .Cuthbert. The few instances of original composition 

on the part of the translator generally detract from the 

effectiveness of the work, but some of the interpolated 

information is of value for its special knowledge of con

ditions and locations which figure in the Prose Life. The 

difference between prose and verse accounts for much of the 

variation in tone and style between the work of Bede and 

that of his translator, but the important facts are pre

served and emphasized in the fifteenth-century version; so 

we may safely call the translation a success. 

The post-mortem miracles which compose the content 

of Book III of the Northern Metrical Life carry a heavy 

weight of tradition with them. Of the twenty-five miracles 

recorded in Book III, twenty are taken from a sequence 

23. See Powler, Life, p. 3I4. n. 
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•which began its development in the tenth century.^ In the 

earliest surviving manuscripts of Bede's Prose Life, those 

of the tenth century, it had already become the custom to 

add to the biography of the saint two chapters from Bede's 

Historia Bcclesiastica describing two miracles which hap

pened a few years after St. Cuthbert's death.^ In one of 

the earliest manuscripts of the Prose Life occurs a docu-

26 
ment known as the Historia de Sancto Cuthberto. This 

work begins with a short, not very accurate outline of the 

saint's life and the lands granted to him during his life

time. ̂  The writer then describes how St. Cuthbert's suc

cessor translated the saint's body to Norham, at the same 

time making various benefactions to the church. He goes on 

to relate the troubles which befell those who interfered 

with St. Cuthbert's property. The politics of the period 

are referred to in the account of how Bishop Eardwulf of 

Lindisfarne and Abbot Eadred of Carlisle intervened to 

assure the appointment of Guthred as king in Northumbria. 

21;.. See Bertram Colgrave, "Post-Bedan Miracles and 
Translations of St. Cuthbert," in The Early English Culture 
of North We at Europe: The H. M. Chadwick Memorial Studies, 
ed. Cyril Pox and Bruce Dickins (Cambridge, 1950)» PP« 
307-332. 

25. Bede, H. E. , IV, 29 (3D, 30 (32). 

26. Hinde, pp. 138-152. See Sir Edmund Craster, 
"The Red Book of Durham," EnRlish Historical Review, XL 
(1925), 50^-532. 

27. Colgrave, "Post-Bedan Miracles," p. 307, n. 3* 
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In gratitude, Guthred then granted much land to the commu

nity. At this point the story of the appearance of the 

spirit of St. Cuthbert to King Alfred while the latter was 

in hiding near Glastonbury is inserted. The writer then 

describes the removal of the body of the saint from Lindis-

farne by Eardvmlf and Eadred. He relates their attempt, 

frustrated by a terrible storm and waves of blood, to take 

the body to Ireland after seven years' wandering and their 

eventual settlement at Chester-le-Street. Next, the author 

describes the depredations of King Raegnald I of York and 
i 

his division of the lands of St. Cuthbert between two of 

his followers, Scula and Onlafbald. \Jhen Onlafbald 

attempted to leave the saint's church at Chester-le-Street 

after denying the power of the saint to punish his presump

tion, he was frozen in the doorway until he confessed his 

sins and died.28 Then there is the story of King 

Aethelstan's visit to St. Cuthbert's shrine in 93k an̂  King 

Edmund's visit, presumably when he invaded Strathclyde in 

9kS> This is followed by a record of various gifts to the 

church, including the charter in which King Athelstan 

bestowed on the church certain gifts and lands and ending 

with the gifts made by Cnut between 1020 and 1035. As a 

sort of afterthought, there follows the narrative of a 

28. See Sir Frank Stenton, "The Danes in England," 
Proceedings of the British Academy, XIII (1927)» pp. 20lj.-
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miracle in which some Scots who attacked Lindisfarne were 

met by Guthred with a much smaller force and were swallowed 

up "like Dathan and the company of Abiram.These events 

took place some time between 883 and 891+. ^ 

Later historians of the church of St. Cuthbert saw 

in this material stories which, if retold in more polished 

style, might appropriately be added to the official life of 

the saint. The episodes containing the misfortunes which 

come upon those who interfere with the saint's possessions 

and the good fortune of those who honor him with gifts and 

devotion form a natural nucleus for later development. So 

it happens that by the early twelfth century a set of seven 

miracles, four of which are elaborated versions of incidents 

related in the Historia de Sancto Cuthberto are found 

attached to the manuscripts of the Prose Life. A second 

set of seven was added to the account, along with a report 

of the translation of the body of St. Cuthbert to its new 

shrine in the rebuilt cathedral in 11014.. By the end of the 

century a set of twenty-one of these miracle chapters forms 

a complete book titled in thirteenth-century manuscripts 

31 Liber de translationibus et miraculis Sancti Cuthberti. 

29. Numbers 17:25-33. 

30. This summary of the contents of the Historia 
is based on that of Bertram Colgrave, "Post-Bedan~Mira-
cles," pp. 307-308. 

31. Colgrave, "Post-Bedan Miracles," p. 308. 

\ 
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Symeon's Historia Dunelmensis ecclesiae was writ-

ton in the early part of the twelfth century. The work 

proved a valuable source for compilers. The best known of 

the compilations derived from Symeon's history is the 

Brevis relatio de Saneto Cuthberto et quomodo corpus eius 

Dunelrrcum venerit et excerpta de vita et miraculis Sancti 

Cuthberti. ̂  The compilation begins with a summary of the 

saint's life based on the Prose Life and the Historia 

Ecclesiastica, followed by a series of extracts from 

Symeon. Together they form a summary account of the saint 

and his community down to the end of the eleventh century. 

The final chapter is taken from the chronicle of the see of 

Durham contained in the Liber summi altaris, a book fas

tened by a chain to the High Altar in the Durham church 

until at least the fifteenth century.̂ 3 The Brevis relatio 

is combined with the miracle chapters derived from the 

Historia to form a consecutive history of the church down 

to the translation of St. Cuthbert's body in llOlj. in 

several of the surviving manuscripts of the Prose Life. It 

is the version of this combination knov/n as the Auctarivim 

de miraculis et translationibus^ which formed the source 

32. Hinde, pp. 223-230. 

33. Craster, "Red Book," p. 522. 

3I4.. Hinde, pp. 158-201. 



230 

used by our compiler in the fifteenth-century Northern 

Metrical Life. 

The first two miracles recounted in Book III are 

the two earliest added to the Prose Life by its redactors. 

The first miracle is related by Bede in Book IV, Chapter 29 

(31), of the Historia Ecclesiastica. It is the story of a 

monk named Beadotheng, who was stricken by paralysis as he 

returned from his daily chore of washing clothes in the 

sea. The paralysis worsened until he was advised to go to 

St. Cuthbert's tomb. He prayed, then fell asleep. In a 

dream, he felt a large hand touch his head and paralyzed 

side.The touch relieved his illness, and he rose to 

seek his brethren and report the miracle. After the heal

ing, he was able to resume his office in the monastery, his 

good service in which had made him worthy to be the recipi

ent of such a miracle (11. I4.l63-lj.i20}. The second miracle 

-is' also taken from the Historia Ecclesiastica. It occurs 

in Book IV, Chapter 30 (32). Suidberht, abbott of a mon

astery of Dacre, suffered a swelling and suppuration of his 

eyelid. Various physicians were called in but could not 

agree on the proper procedure for curing the eye. The 

healing was finally effected by a hair from St. Cuthbert's 

head. The hair had been taken from the body when it was 

35. According to Bede, Beadotheng fell into a 
trance rather than sleep. 
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first translated above ground and kept as a relic by 

Thrythred, onetime abbot of Lindisfarne. "When the hair was 

placed on Suidberht's eyelid, the swelling immediately 

began to go down, and within four hours the eye x^as com

pletely healed (11. lj.217-lj.26!|.). Both miracles are com

pletely conventional versions of thaumaturgy involving the 

reattributed power of the saint conveyed to his relics. 

The authority of the Historia Ecclesiastica lies behind 

their attachment to the works of St. Cuthbert. It is quite 

natural that two miracles related in such an authoritative 

work would be early added to the Prose Life, especially 

since Bede was the author of both works. 

After the account of the two miracles reported by 

Bede, the author of the Northern Metrical Life turns to the 

first of the miracle chapters based on the Historia de 

Sancto Cuthberto and related in the Auctarinm de miraculis. 

This is the account of St. Cuthbert's appearance to King 

Alfred. The narrative describes how England was invaded by 

Ubba and Halfdene, leaders of the Frisians and the Danes 

respectively, who forced King Alfred to hide in the marshes 

of Glastonbury while the invaders harried Mercian homes and 

churches and sent another force to attack York. The 

atrocities committed by the armies of "paynyms pople" are 

described at length. Alfred, in hiding with his wife and a 

small retinue, is visited by St. Cuthbert in the guise of a 



232 

pilgrim asking alms. In spite of the fact that Alfred's 

household afforded little food at the time, the king orders 

his servant to give the "pilgrim" half of what is avail

able. When the servant goes to take the food to the dis

guised saint, St. Cuthbert has disappeared. The rest of 

the household has been out fishing. They return with an 

extraordinary catch, more than they had taken in three 

years. That night, a great light appears to Alfred and he 

sees St. Cuthbert arrayed as a bishop and carrying a book 

which is apparently the Lindisfarne Gospels. The saint 

tells Alfred that the troubles are at an end because he 

will win a great victory, with the help of an unexpected 

army due to arrive within a week. Alfred, gladdened by his 

vision, delivers an inspiring speech to his men early the 

next morning, and they march to Assandune, where the 

invaders are defeated. Alfred is crowned king of all 

Britain and for the rest of his life follows the command

ments of St. Cuthbert (11. lj.279-il.571). 

The story is a clear example of the workings of the 

popular imagination, for it combines two famous figures, 

with the saint appearing to the king at a time of great 

peril for the latter, and does so with little regard for 

the factual matters of locale. There are two major errors 

in the historical facts of the narrative. The author 

states that Alfred was in hiding in Glastonbury, when the 
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place of his retreat was Athelney; and the battle in which 

Alfred was victorious is located at "Assandune" or Ashing-

don in Essex. This confusion is apparently the result of 

the confounding of Ethandun or Edington in Somerset, the 

actual site of Alfred's battle, with Assandune, where 

Edmund Ironsides was beaten by the Danes under Cnut in 

1016.3^ Historical accuracy, as is usual in the results of 

oral tradition, is not important to the hagiographer. In 

this instance, the error has its origin in the Historia de 

Saneto Cuthberto, which mentions both Glastonbury and 

Assandune,and was perpetuated by Symeon of Durham, the 

author of the Brevis relatio, the compiler of the Auctarium 

de miraculis, and the composer of the Northern Metrical 

Life.38 

In the remaining twenty-two miracles, there are 

three distinct groups. First, there are those miracles 

which demonstrate the power of the saint to strike down 

those impious persons who attempt to interfere with his 

possessions. In these stories, St. Cuthbert is presented 

as a fearsome opponent, capable of destroying entire armies 

should they threaten his churches. The second group is 

36. See Colgrave, "Post-Bedan Miracles," p. 321. 

37. Historia, ch. 1. 

38. Symeon, ch. 25; Auctarium, ch. 1; Northern 
Metrical Life, 11. 4335, 1+14-95-
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coxnposed of miracles in which the thief, pirate, or sinner 

is first punished and then forgiven by the saint. In these 

incidents, the vengeance of the saint is no less dramatic 

than it is in the first group, but the severity of the 

retribution for infringing upon the good name or property 

of the monks and churches St. Cuthbert protects is miti

gated by proper repentance and prayer on the part of the 

transgressor. The last group of miracles also stresses the 

alleviation from distress available from a proper repent

ance and prayer to the saint, although it includes some 

examples of the use of fear to produce the necessary reac

tion. The differing atmospheres of the three groups of 

miracles is accompanied in the sources from which our 

translator is working by a concomitant variation in style, 

a variation which points to the involvement of three 

39 authors in the composition of the completed sequence.-" 

The differences in style are removed by the fifteenth-

century translator, who naturally smooths over the peculi- ^ 

arities of the individual authors in the process of 

translation, but it is still possible to see something of 

the different authors in the miracles as translated. 

A comparison of the account of the death of Barc-

with when he attempted to seize a criminal granted sanctu

ary in St. Cuthbert's church, the story of the pirates 

39. See Colgrave, "Post-Bedan Miracles," p. 328. 
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shipwrecked on Lindisfarne, and the narrative of the 

removal of the adder from the neck of a man who prayed to 

the saint for relief (11. Ij.995-5126, 5867-5992, 6297-6332) 

points up the differences among the three authors in their 

story-telling technique. The first of these three miracles 

shows the author's fondness for putting long speeches in 

the mouths of his characters, his dwelling at length on a 

description of historical events and local conditions, and 

his tendency toward sententiousness and hyperbole. The 

second example shows an author v/ho moves the narrative much 

more rapidly, at the same time providing an exhaustive 

analysis of the moral and emotional aspects of the problem 

confronting the abbot when he must decide what to do with 

the pirates. The events creating the situation where the 

prior must make a choice move swiftly to their climax, at 

which point the prior considers all the facets of the cir

cumstances surrounding his decision and favors mercy over 

strict justice. The combination of swift narrative with 

vivid detail is typical of this author. The third account 

describes an unusual serpent which clings to an evil man 

named Osulf except when he enters St. Cuthbert's church. 

At the door of the church, the snake drops from the man's 

neck; upon his exit from the holy place, it immediately 

seizes him again. Finally, Osulf visits the tomb of St. 

Cuthbert to pray for relief, which is granted, and he leads 
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a virtuous life from that time onward. It is a simple 

story and accurately represents the technique of Symeon of 

Durham, who tells of the strangest miracles in a sometimes 

unexciting but always lucid and uncomplicated fashion. The 

divergent styles which accompany the efforts of the three 

authors who contributed to the development' of the miracle 

chapters cannot be determined from an examination of Book 

III of the Northern Metrical Life, but their presence can 

be detected by considering the differing narrative tech

niques employed in the descriptions of the miracles. 

The three groups fall into a pattern of atmosphere 

consistent with the changes in authorship. The miracles 

contained in sections 3 through 10 of Book III of the 

Northern Metrical Life emphasize the severity of the 

punishment dealt out by St. Cuthbert to those who offend 

him or interfere with his property. Onlafbald dies in 

agony because he did not fear the saint, the Scots are 

swallowed up alive when they dare to attack Lindisfarne, 

Barcwith dies suffering torture because he broke into St. 

Cuthbert's church to seize a criminal who had taken sanc

tuary there. The series from section 11 to section 17 has 

an entirely different atmosphere. The man who lets his 

horse feed in St. Cuthbert1s cornfield is pardoned, the 

inhospitable man who refuses lodgings to Prior Turgot, 

though stricken down, is restored to health, the 
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inhabitants of Lindisfarne who refuse to share a catch of 

fish with the monks are unharmed, the thieves who figure in 

two different episodes are both punished and healed or 

partly healedj while the pirates who capture the monastery 

boat are not only pardoned but entertained.^"0 The last 

group, contained in sections 20 through 2$, cannot be so 

easily classified, as they are drawn from Symeon of Durham 

rather than the Auctarium de miraculis and dg. not, there

fore, follow the established order of the miracle chapters 

as found in other works. Most of the incidents, however, 

do emphasize the beneficient powers of the saint rather 

than his powers of punishment. 

None of the groups can be so rigidly defined as the 

preceding paragraph would seem to imply. Within the mira

cles which stress the punitive aspect of St. Cuthberfs" 

protection of his churches and people, there is the miracle 

by v/hich Eardulf of Lindisfarne and Eadred of Carlisle are 

prevented from taking the body of St. Cuthbert to Ireland. 

Within \.' e group which emphasizes the punishment and subse

quent regeneration of transgressors, there are two miracles 

of healing unconnected with any form of offense against the 

saint. The fact remains, however, that these two groups of 

miracles do represent two different approaches to the 

manner in which St. Cuthbert exercises continuing control 

lj.0. Colgrave, "Post-Bedan Miracles," p. 328. 
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over the affairs of his followers. The third group 

includes the chastisement of t&lliam the Conqueror for his 

disbelief in the incorrupt state of the body of St. Cuth-

bert and the vision in which the saint appears to one 

Ralph, sent to Durham to collect a tax, and induces him to 

abandon his mission, visiting illness upon him until he 

desists. The majority of the episodes in this section do, 

however, relate the alleviation from illness and fear which 

can be gained from an appeal to St. Cuthbert. The shift in 

tone between the second and third group is less noticeable 

than that between the first and second, largely because the 

third group carries on the attitude toward the saint repre

sented in the second series of miracle stories. 

All the miracles in Book III are based on local 

oral tradition. The specificity of place names, the local

ization of events, the associations with identifiable 

relics, and the careful dating of the episodes as occurring 

in connection with the rule of a particular bishop or king 

point to an oral tradition given written form by local 

historians. The translations which comprise the Northern 

Metrical Life may be placed in Durham by the translator's 

reference to events occurring "in this diocise!' (1. 6286). 

That all these stories arose in the area and were given 

form by historians closely associated with Durham is appar

ent from the familiarity with the people and places 
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involved in the events described. The miracles form a body 

of evidence which illustrates the continuing growth of the 

legend of St. Cuthbert from oral sources. As the only 

viable community associated with a religious foundation in 

Northumbria during the dark period of invasion and harass

ment from the Danes,^ the company of St. Cuthbert was no 

doubt strengthened in its commitment to the traditional 

protection of the saint by the legends which emphasized the 

benefits of that protection. As the see grew more powerful 

in the tenth and eleventh centuries, the legends associated 

with its patron saint were an important element in the 

respect accorded the palatinate of Durham. The favor of so 

many kings vms shown to the church of St. Cuthbert that we 

would expect legends explaining the political power of the 

see as an expression of the ability of St. Cuthbert to 

protect his own. 

Book III of the Northern Metrical Life takes the 

account of the legend of St. Cuthbert to approximately 1100. 

This date is established by the references to Prior Turgot, 

who was prior of Lindisfarne until 1107. There is no 

mention, however, of the great translation which took place 

in llOij., and̂  this omission makes it likely that the mira-

k2 cles were composed earlier than that event. 

U-X. See Blair, pp. 166-173' 

k2. Colgrave, "Post-Bedan Miracles," p. 328. 
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Book IV of the Northern Metrical Life contains a 

collection of materials concerning St. Cuthbert and his 

churches at Lindisfarne and Durham the purpose of which is 

somewhat difficult to discern. The book makes no attempt 

at continuing the roughly chronological narrative embodied 

in the three preceding books, but breaks the continuity 

which has been established in the first three-quarters of 

the work. Probably Fowler is correct in calling the fourth 

book an appendix of sorts or an afterthought.^ it cer

tainly bears no inherent relationship to the first three 

books other than its subject matter. 

Book IV begins with a summary of the life of St. 

Cuthbert taken from the Brevis relatio.^" This epitome is 

based on Bede's Prose Life, but it is not an accurate sum

mary. For instance, Boisil is identified as prior of Mel

rose at the time St. Cuthbert entered that monastery. Bede 

tells us the prior was Eata.^ The summary states that 

Chad and Cedd agreed to the exchange of bishoprics between 

Eata and St. Cuthbert. Since Chad had been dead for four

teen years at the time of St. Cuthbert's consecration to 

the episcopate, and Cedd had been dead for twenty-one years, 

1̂ 3. Fowler, Life, Introduction, p. vii. 

ljl|.. Hinde, pp. 223-230, ch. 1. 

U-5. V. C., ch. 6. 
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the inaccuracy is manifest.^ The translator does attempt 

to deal with the problem of how the exchange of sees carae 

about, referring to the Historia Ecclesiastical for a 

solution. Unfortunately, Bede contradicts himself in 

describing the move to Hexham by Eata, and the translator's 

comments are not much help in untangling the skein of 

events. The summary itself is certainly not necessary to 

the Northern Metrical Life as a whole, for it contains 

nothing that has not already been covered in the first two 

books of the work except the translator's speculation on 

the exchange of sees. The only possible reason for its 

inclusion here is the compiler's concern for the complete

ness of his work. He has tried to gather all the material 

concerning St. Cuthbert that is available in Durham. No 

doubt he regarded the Brevis relatio as an important work 

and felt his compilation would be imperfect without it. 

The summary is followed by another excursion into 

original composition on the part of the translator. Utiliz

ing Bede's Prose Life as the primary source of information 

about the chronology of the saint's life, the translator 

attempts a calculation of St. Cuthbert's age based on the 

identifiable dates connected with his biography. There is 

no authority for the statement that St. Cuthbert was 

I4.6. Colgrave, "Post-Bedan Miracles," p. 307* n. 3. 

1|7« Bede, H. E. , IV, 26 ( 2 8 ) ,  12. 
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fourteen years old when he entered the monastery. In point 

of fact, it is most unlikely that he could have done so at 

that age. Fifteen was the age at which a boy could become 

a monk under normal conditions, according to most Church 

historians,^"® and there is no particular reason for 

believing St. Cuthbert to have been an exception. Further

more, the reference to St. Cuthbert's military service in 

the Anonymous Life^ makes it highly probable that St. 

Cuthbert did not enter the monastery until he had reached 

at least the age of seventeen.^ The only indication of 

age which occurs in the early Lives is the attribution of 

the first prophecy concerning St. Cuthbert's future great

ness to the time when he was eight years old.^ Aside from 

the improbability of his being fourteen at the time he 

entered monastic life, the calculation of St. Cuthbert's 

age at the various levels of his development is quite 

logical. Of course, we have no way of knowing how accurate 

the chronology developed by the translator is, but the 

calculation is an interesting exercise in speculation. 

After the discussion of St. Cuthbert's age, the 

translator turns to the founding of Lindisfarne. He 

1+8. See Ryan, p. Zl\5. 

V. A., I, 7. 

50. Colgrave, Two Lives, p. 3l£ n. 

51 • V. A. , I, 3; v. C. , ch. 1. 
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describes Oswald's bringing Aidan to Northurabria and the 

king's acting as interpreter for the bishop. The transla

tor attributes to Lindisfarne the origin of all the monas

teries and churches in England: 

All' the mynsters of bernice 
And kirkes of england diocise 
Of eland mynster had thair grounde, 
And aftir that thai were all' founde. 

(11. 6713-6716) 

Doubtless this statement would come as a shock to St. 

Augustine, the Archbishop of Canterbury, were he ever to 

learn of it. The importance ascribed to Lindisfarne 

reflects the purely local interests of the translator, as 

well as his somewhat limited knowledge of factual Church 

history in England. To glorify the subject of his work, he 

is apparently content to ignore the efforts of any and all 

missionaries in Northumbria before the foundation of the 

monastery with which St. Cuthbert was associated. 

Covering tvio hundred and forty years in two lines, 

the translator next describes the two waves of the Danish 

harassment of Lindisfarne. It is as a result of the second 

attack in 875 that Eardulf and Eadred carry the body of St. 

Cuthbert away from Lindisfarne and begin the seven years of 

wandering with the sacred corpse before they can find an 

appropriate resting-place. The Haliwerfolk and their cus

toms are described in this connection. The Haliwerfolk are 

the men, women, and children of Islandshire who lived close 
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to Lindisfarne and regarded themselves as under the special 

protection of the saint. They joined with the monks who 

had survived the attack on the monastery to journey with 

the body, sharing the duties of guarding and transporting 

the saint. This ac ^ount includes the attempt by the bishop 

and the abbot to take the body of St. Cuthbert to Ireland 

and its frustration, and adds the story of the book of the 

Gospels lost in the water and found undamaged more than 

three miles away (11. 6799-6801}.; cf. 11. [}.709-l4.721). The 

presence of this incident in Book IV reflects the adherence 

of the translator to his source and his failure to attempt 

any kind of synthesis among the varying histories he had 

to draw on, for the earlier account of the same miracle in 

Book III omits any mention of the Gospels. The discrepancy 

is easily accounted for by the translator's use of two 

different sources,^ and the lack of any semblance of 

reconciliation between the sources bespeaks the patchwork 

nature of the compiler's work. 

The account continues with an itinerary of the 

journey with St. Cuthbert's body and the miracle by which 

the Scots are swallowed up when they attack Guthred. Here 

again, the translator's adherence to a source without con

sideration of the material contained in other histories is 

indicated. The same miracle occurs in Book III, 11. lj.886-

52. Auctarium, ch. 2; Symeon, ch. 2?. 
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Lj-998, where it is described in much greater detail, none of 

which appears in Book IV. The bearers find a resting-place 

for the saint's body, but it is not destined to remain in 

Chester-le-Street for long. The threat of robbers from the 

sea is seen by bishop Aldune in a vision, and the company 

moves to Ripon until the attacks are over. The company is 

told in a vision that the saint wished to go to Durham; so 

they move to that city and build a church for the enshrine-

ment of the saint's body. 

There follows a history of the see of Durham from 

bishop Aldune's reign to Bishop William's replacement of 

the secular clerks by monies in IO83. The narrative 

includes Alfred Weston's gathering of relics to be placed 

with St. Cuthbert's body, including the bones of St. Bede 

which he stole from Jarrow, various miracles and visions by 

which St. Cuthbert defends the sanctity of his community, 

the prohibition against the presence of women in St. Cuth

bert's churches, and the murder of Bishop Walcher. The 

most interesting of these assorted facets of the history 

connected with the legend of St. Cuthbert are the incidents 

related to the rule against women. 

This exclusion of women from the presence of the 

saint is traced by the translator to the scandal associated 

with the double monastery at Coldirigham.^ The prophecy of 

53. Bede, H. E., IV, 23 (2£); Symeon, ch. 22. 
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the fire which would destroy Coldingham is here attributed 

to Cuthbert, although Bede says it was a certain Adatnnan 

who foretold the form of divine retribution upon the wicked 

nuns and monies. At any rate, this account states that St. 

Cuthbert, upon being made bishop, forbade women access to 

his church because he feared the contamination of his 

monies. Historically, of course, this tradition has no 

foundation. St. Cuthbert maintained friendly relationships 

with several women during his lifetime, and there is no 

indication in the early Lives of any distrust of the sex on 

his part.^ The source of the traditional exclusion of 

women by St. Cuthbert is not known, but it may be of Irish 

origin. After all, it was the Irish St. Pintan who said 

upon seeing a sheep: "In hoc loc, non ero; ubi enim ovis, 
ce. 

ibi raulier; ubi mulier, ibi peccaturn.npp (In this place I 

will not be, for where there is a sheep, there is a woman; 

where there is a woman, there is sin.) 

The description of the custom is followed by a 

series of horror stories relating the results of feminine 

trespass upon the precincts of St. Cuthbert's forbidden 

territory. Two women entered the church, went mad, and 

died, one by her own hand; the wife of the Earl Tostig sent 

See V. A.. II, 3, 7; III, 6; IV, 8, 10; V. C.t 
ch. 35, 37. 

55. V. S. H.. p. 250. My translation. 
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one of her servingwomen to the church, who at once fell 

sick and died (11. 7212-7273). Obviously, this was no rule 

to be flouted. The translator regrets that the custom has 

passed out of use at Lindisfarne and predicts that its 

abrogation will be properly punished in time, while he 

congratulates the church at Durham for its continued 

observance of the exclusion. The subject is important 

enough to the translator for him to anticipate questions 

which may arise about the presence of women close to St. 

Cuthbert's body during the years of wandering. He argues 

that it is not very probable that women would have 

approached the body anywhere, but if they did so at 

Chester-le-Street, it was done out of ignorance and for

given by the saint because the women did not knov/ the ordi

nance. On the other hand, the survival of the women 

involved might have been a sign that St. Cuthbert would not 

remain at Chester-le-Street but would continue the journey 

to Durham, for it is certain that the saint would not per

mit women to enter the church of his final resting-place 

(11. 7293-7322). The tradition is most likely of oral 

origin, but it was apparently taken quite seriously by the 

community at Durham as late as the fifteenth century. 

The reinstatement of a monastic community at the 

shrine of St. Cuthbert forms another interesting segment of 

this portion of the Northern Metrical Life. The first 
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attempt to remove the secular clerks and supplant them with 

a regular community was made by Bishop Walcher some time 

between 1070 and 1080. The bishop found the secular 

clerks, who were descendants of the children who accom

panied St. Cuthbert's body on his first departure from 

Lindisfarne, saying the monastic office according to the 

custom established by the monks who began the journey, but 

living a wicked and riotous life. The custody of the 

saint's body had apparently become an hereditary occupation 

rather than a religious way of life. Bishop Walcher failed 

to reform the clerks who occupied the minster, established 

a community of monks at Jarrovj and Wearraouth with which he 

planned to replace the recalcitrant clerks, and endowed the 

monastic communities while they were training proper custo

dians for the shrine at Durham. Unfortunately, the bishop 

was murdered before he could put his plans into effect 

(11. 7̂ 1-7798). 

The second attempt was more successful. Bishop 

William, who succeeded Bishop V/alcher, was similarly con

cerned about the loose life led by the guardians of St. 

Cuthbert's body. After consultations with the king and the 

pope, Bishop William transferred monks from Jarrow and 

Wearmouth to Durham and established them in the cathedral. 

The secular clerks were permitted to become monks if they 

would, and if they would not, they were forced to leave the 
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minster. Only one remained and accepted the monastic rule 

(11. 7887-7976). All these incidents are taken from Symeon 

of Durham and generally follow his ordering of the history 

of the church of Durham. 

Having brought the chronicle of the church of St. 

Cuthbert up to the year 1096, the translator ends his 

narrative of events and returns to the Brevis relatio for a 

description of the boundaries of Islandshire.^ defi

nition of the primary area associated with St. Cuthbert 

leads directly into the conclusion of the work, a listing 

of the royal donations to St. Cuthbert. It is not surpris

ing that kings as late as V/illiam the Conqxieror are listed 

as offering gifts of land to the saint himself, for once 

St. Cuthbert had been recognized as the saint of the church 

at Lindisfarne, grants made to it would naturally come to 

be expressed as grants to the saint. The distinction 

between grants made to the bishop in his lifetime and to 

the patron saint after his canonization was probably not 

clearly kept in the minds of the Cuthbertine community. 

The list of donations to the see found in the Northern 

Metrical Life was taken from the Brevis relatio, and thus 

represents late oral tradition in its account of the early 

56. Brevis relatio, ch. 38. 

57* Sir Edmund Craster, "The Patrimony of St. 
Cuthbert," English Historical Review, LXIX (19&I-), p. 185-
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Northumberland church.''® Prom the time the see was estab

lished at Chester-le-Street, such lists become much more 

reliable, because from that time on the compilers were able 

59 to go to documentary sources. This particular list has 

the full weight of both oral and written tradition behind 

it. Its inclusion in the Northern Metrical Life is proba

bly another indication of the fifteenth-century author's 

desire for a complete account of all matters relating to 

St. Cuthbert. 

The translator's motivation for producing his com

pilation is introduced by a warning against interfering 

with the possessions of St. Cuthbert he has just mentioned. 

He goes on to say: 

And all' that mayntens cuthbert kyrkes, 
Or dose help or gude wirkes, 
Thai have of syn pardoun, 
And for thaim ilk day orisoun. 
All1 that helps saint cuthber thing, 
To hevens blis oure god thaim bring. Amen. 

(11. 8357-8362) 

One thing is certain: The author of the Northern 

Metrical Life did his share in maintaining "cuthbert 

kyrkes," for the task he undertook was no small effort. In 

the course of the Northern Metrical Life he produced a 

major compendium of both oral and written tradition con

nected with his saint, and he did so in commendable fashion. 

58. Craster, "Patrimony," p. 178. 

59. Craster, "Patrimony," p. 190. 
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He has his faults as a translator and compiler, but the 

goal of thoroughness he set for himself was achieved. In 

translating so many of the sources which contained the 

legend of St. Cuthbert, he provided for posterity a record 

of the final stages of development in the history of a 

saint's legend. His work shows the continuing influence of 

oral tradition on the legend, the transformation of oral 

tradition into vjritten authority, and the final balance 

between the two which creates the complete history of a 

saint. The two elements which figure in the development of 

the legend of St. Cuthbert are almost equally present in 

this late compilation, a balance which demonstrates the 

continuing viability of both factors in determining the 

final form of the legend. Had the popularity of saints' 

lives continued into the Renaissance, more oral tradition 

would no doubt have produced more written tradition in the 

never-ending process of accretion v/hich formulates such a 

legend. 

V-.K1 



CHAPTER 7 

CONCLUSION 

The four major Lives of St. Cuthbert, when viewed 

in chronological order, illustrate the steps in the con

tinuing growth of a saint's legend. Since each version 

embodies both oral tradition and a v/ritten tradition 

dependent tipon earlier writers of saints' lives, the dif

ferences among the four versions lie in the relative weight 

given to the two formative elements at each stage in the 

development of the legend. Oral tradition, as is usual in 

all saints' legends, provides the initial impulse for the 

formalization of a number of episodes which the popular 

imagination chooses to connect with a given saint. This 

formalization occurs within the framework of the written 

tradition, which determines the structure and imposed theme 

of the narrative. The use of literary convention to place 

the popularly-accepted saint in a doctrinal and theological 

structure as formulated by earlier writers of saints' lives 

does not preclude the continuing influence of oral tradi

tion on the legend itself. The process does not end with 

the first authoritative version but perpetuates itself in 

a cycle which involves the creation of new materials to be 

associated with the saint. The additional incidents and 

252 
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events which are produced by the continuing popularity of 

the saint raust be incorporated into the written accounts of 

the saint's life by later historians. The interpolation of 

the supplementary matter makes the saint even more impor

tant in the eyes of the people by reaffirming his position 

as a center of attention. The expanded written authority 

which supports the acceptance of the saint as a valid 

example of the Christian hero in its turn creates the 

opportunity for the conception of new oral tradition to be 

added eventually to the written versions and provides new 

circumstances for the creation of further oral tradition. 

The cycle is maintained as long as the writing of saints' 

lives enjoys a prominent place among the authors of a given 

culture. The progression from oral to written to oral tra

dition is self-perpetuating until one form of composition 

is withdrawn from the process. In most cases, this with

drawal occurs when the writing of saints' lives declines in 

popularity. IJhen the saint is no longer being eulogized in 

an accepted literary form, the popular imagination is no 

longer stimulated to evolve supplementary material to be 

assimilated into the legend, and the legend is slowly 

drained of its vitality. 

The process by which a saint's legend is developed 

can be seen quite clearly in the histor^jof the legend of 

St. Cuthbert. As a living link between the Celtic and the 
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Roman forms of Church discipline following a period of con

troversy and disagreement in Northumbria, St. Cuthbert, the 

man, quite naturally received considerable attention. In 

seventh-century Northumbria, the Celtic Church had estab

lished the first successful mission and had formed the 

attitudes of both religious and lay toward the values of 

the religion it preached. The Celtic emphasis on asceti

cism and mysticism, as well as the tendency of Celtic 

authors to emphasize the fruits of acquired virtue rather 

than the discipline necessary to the full Christian life, 

had a direct influence on the earliest Life of St. Cuthbert. 

by an anonymous monk of Lindisfarne. 

This Anonymous Life embodies the approach of the 

Celtic Church to the determination of sainthood as it is 

contained in the Celtic saints' lives, but it stems 

directly from the oral traditions associated with St. Cuth

bert by the people with whom he came in contact. The 

process by which these oral traditions were accumulated and 

conventionalized in the earliest life follows the pattern 

by which the bare outlines of a saint's life are imple

mented. 

In this instance, St. Cuthbert was recognized as a 

holy hermit during his lifetime. The acknowledgment of 

sanctity necessarily arose from the popular opinion of his 

religious life. He was both an anchorite and an 
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evangelizing bishop, the two occupations which wore impor

tant in the Celtic Church's approach to the evaluation of 

quality in the manner of life which was held worthy for 

monastics. As a result of his embracing both ways of life, 

St. Cuthbert's acceptance as a saint was established soon 

after his death. The stories which came to be told of him, 

offered as proof of his wonder-working abilities by the 

people, were probably recorded in the annals of Lindisfarne 

so that the priests there could speak of their saint's life 

during the annual commemoration of his death. The monk 

eventually chosen to compose the authoritative version of 

St. Cuthbert's life for local consumption took his material 

from the notes made by successive archivists. As the 

saint's stature in the eyes of the people grew larger, more 

and more stories which had been told of other saints became 

attached to his name. The growth of a local cult created 

the necessity for an official life which would justify St. 

Cuthbert's inclusion in the community of saints. That the 

first Life was written such a short time after his death 

indicates the speed with which the cult was created. 

The Anonymous Life was composed within eleven to 

eighteen years after the death of St. Cuthbert. As a 

result of the relatively short time span, the author could 

draw upon the testimony of witnesses who had known the 

saint during his lifetime and whose statements, therefore, 
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had a high degree of authority. Utilizing the available 

testimony of living witnesses to the various miracles in 

combination with the major events of St. Cuthbert's life as 

set down in the archives at Lindisfarne, the anonymous monk 

had no difficulty in garnering sufficient material to com

pose a full biography. The appearance of a number of mira

cles which had been earlier attributed to other saints and 

were described in the lives of those saints does not negate 

the importance of oral tradition as the primary source for 

the Anonymous Life. Such miracles were easily transferred 

by the popular imagination, with the circumstances altered 

to fit the local conditions, and their presence in other 

lives would provide the necessary authority for the hagi-

ographer in that the fact that St. Benedict had performed 

such a miracle made it just that much more likely that St. 

Cuthbert could have done so too. The interrelationship of 

oral and written tradition in the composition of the Anony

mous Life indicates the approach of the hagiographer. He 

includes miracles which parallel the marvels of other 

saints' lives along with episodes which are clearly oral in 

origin, but the probability is that the stories from writ

ten tradition were first chosen by the popular imagination 

and were,, therefore, merely confirmed by the written 

authorities. Since so many of the witnesses cited by the 

anonymous author were still alive at the time of the 



257 

writing, we can perhaps place greater credence in the 

details of the specific events as reported in the Anonymous 

Life. In this connection, it is important to remember that 

probable historical authenticity of external details does 

not alter the conventional nature of the miracles. The 

people, having heard the miracles related of other saints 

repeatedly, could easily make the adaptations necessary to 

attach a story to their local favorite. The higher his

torical truth, the ethical meaning of the miracles, is the 

principle by which the composer of the formal biography 

would make his choice of stories. Iri St. Cuthbert's case, 

tho oral sources attributed miracles to him, and the hagi-

ographer shaped these sources into a biography having a 

definite informing purpose and structure by the choice he 

made of the higher truth he wished to portray. 

In the Anonymous Life, the ethical truths are cen

tered around the predestination of sainthood and the powers 

which devolved upon St. Cuthbert as a result of his elec

tion to the community of saints. The author fulfills his 

purpose by stressing the divine favor shown to St. Cuth

bert through the provision of food and visitation of angels 

to the saint, which are to be considered the outward signs 

of the sanctity attached to St. Cuthbert from the time of 

his childhood. In his maturity, St. Cuthbert is presented 

as the epitome of the conventional saint, in that his 
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abilities to heal and prophesy come as natural concomitants 

to his state of grace rather than the fruits of his commit

ment to a religious vray of life. We can perhaps see the 

influence of oral tradition in this emphasis, since we may 

assur/ie that the theological implications of discipline and 

asceticism would be largely ignored by the popular imagina

tion in favor of the more exciting demonstrations of the 

power a saint should possess. The written tradition which 

emphasizes these same aspects of predestination and wonder

working power is Irish in origin. The influence of the 

Irish tradition on the choices made by the monk of Lindis-

farne is a natural outgrowth of the predominance of the 

Celtic Church in seventh-century Northumbria. For the com

position of this Anonymous Life, then, the author had the 

authority of both oral and literary tradition. His work 

shows the familiarity with local conditions and emphasis on 

the marvelous to be expected from oral sources, while it 

also reflects the theological and ethical accentuation of 

the literary tradition from which it derives. The compati

bility of the Irish literary tradition with the primarily 

oral sources involved in the composition of the Anonymous 

Life explains the departures from the continental tradition 

as embodied in the Life of St. Antony, in both structure 

and theme. The historical background indicates the reasons 
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for this monk's choice of the Irish tradition as a model 

for the literary biography he vias to write. 

The predominantly oral materials of the Anonymous 

Life were deliberately reshaped and rearranged by the 

Venerable Bede when he came to write his version of the 

Life of St. Cuthbert. As a classicist and a learned author, 

as well as a product of the Roman form of monasticism, he 

turned to the continental tradition for the literary models 

he followed in his Xirork. While he could not change the 

content of the life of St. Cuthbert as he received it from 

the Anonymous Life, he could change the emphasis and pur

pose of the biography to conform with the literary tradi

tion he considered more authoritative. To do so, Bede 

rearranged the ordering of the episodes to present a 

picture of the growth of spiritual powers rather than a 

description of saintly abilities as St. Cuthbert exercised 

them. 

Within the individual episodes, Bede altered the 

significance by his own comments on the moral to be drawn 

therefrom and by his choice of scriptural allusions to 

indicate the direction in which the narrative was moving. 

Thus we have the first miracle of prophecy related with 

essentially the same details, but given new meaning by the 

references to Jeremiah in place of the citation of biblical 

characters whose sanctity.was predetermined. Bede makes an 
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example of the early recognition of a predestined saint 

into an occasion of dawning self-determination to achieve 

sanctity. The monk of Lindisfarne saw St. Cuthbert as 

among the elect from the beginning of his life, while Bede 

chose to interpret the early prophecy of greatness as a 

pointer toward the saint he would become. Along with the 

change in emphasis as accomplished by Bede goes the pro

fessional author's ability to clarify the order of events 

and create a lucid chronological sequence which places St. 

Cuthbert historically and spiritually in the Roman tradi

tion of sainthood. Bede makes no radical departures from 

the narrative as it was presented to him, although he does 

add some material derived from oral sources, but he alters 

the emphasis and movement of events so that the same mira

cles have a new meaning and a different context. 

In the progression between the two earliest Lives 

of St. Cuthbert, then, we can see the effects of a delib

erate use of literary convention upon a narrative primarily 

oral in origin. The shift from the Irish to the Roman 

tradition reflects the different training and backgrounds 

of the two authors, but more importantly, it illustrates 

the result of a greater emphasis on literary than oral tra

dition. St. Cuthbert becomes in the process a conventional 

figure rather than a local favorite. The removal of place 

names and local detail, along with the adaptation to a 
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different tradition, exemplifies the second step in the 

development of the legend. By the movement from oral to 

literary traditions, from detail to generalization, from 

specificity to convention, the life of St. Cuthbert becomes 

a legend rather than a biography. 

Bede's influential traditional Life does not signal 

an en'd.to development, however, for the imagination of the 

people was still at work. His version of the life of St. 

Cuthbert remained the authoritative account for five cen

turies, with few alterations. In the twelfth century, the 

result of oral tradition, which had gone ignored since the 

composition of Bede's Prose Life, found expression in the 

Libellus de ortu (vel nativitate) Sancti Cuthberti. Embody

ing an unusual number of motifs taken from folklore, the 

Libellus exemplifies the continuing influence of the popu

lar imagination on the development of a legend. The 

stories of the childhood of St. Cuthbert were taken over 

from those of another saint, but they were attached to St. 

Cuthbert because they filled a gap in the earlier Lives and 

provided appealing new proof of his sanctity. 

The Libellus shares its themes with the medieval 

metrical romance, with many of the incidents paralleling 

the episodes of romance and indicating either a mutual 

influence of the two types of literature or a common store

house of folklore available to the authors of both saints1 
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lives and romance. The wonder-child pattern, the exile 

theme, the visit to the Other-World, the fosterage of the 

distinctive child, all are common to both this saint's life 

and the romances. That the full implications of the various 

motifs are not realized in the Libellus is the result of 

the genre to which it belongs, but the presence of the 

motifs.in a saint's life points to the influence of folk

lore on the genre and the importance of the popular imagi

nation in its continuing development. 

As en example of folklore's influence on hagiogra-

phy, the Libellus represents a third stage in the develop

ment of the legend of St. Cuthbert. The initially oral 

material of the Anonymous Life was transformed through 

literary convention into the content of a written authority 

which conformed to the demands of the genre it embodied. 

There was, however, one significant omission in the written 

form in that the childhood of the saint was not recorded so 

therefore, from the materials of folklore one was supplied. 

The testimony of the Irish ecclesiastics who provided the 

details for the author of the Libellus and their citation 

in its preface indicates quite clearly the oral tradition 

which formed its source. That the Libellus appeared at a 

late stage in the history of the legend of St. Cuthbert 

shows the vitality of both the legend itself and the oral 

tradition from which it took its being. 
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Both oral and written tradition are represented in 

the last stage of the development of the legend of St. 

Cuthbert. The Northern Metrical Life combines both forms 

of tradition in an attempt to include all the pertinent 

material connected with the saint. In its translations of 

the Llbellus and Bede's Prose Life, the Northern Metrical 

Life presents the written authority which dictates the 

form of the saint's life in its last stages, while its 

account of the post-mortem miracles embodies the workings 

of oral tradition in the addition of new material to an 

established legend. The post-mortem miracles grew up 

around the sacred body of the saint during its wanderings 

throughout Northumbria. They exemplify the power of an 

accepted saint as a focal point for the creation of new 

miracles. None of the material in Book III of the Northern 

Metrical Life antedates the tenth century. St. Cuthbert 

had obviously not lost^ls appeal as far as the popular 

imagination was concerned. His cult gained strength from 

the written histories which emphasized his power to punish 

and to forgive, and this viable cult then produced further 

examples of wonder-working, in effect nourishing itself. 

The Northern Metrical Life gives the new creations their 

final written form, making them authentic history in the 

process and recognizing the legitimacy of oral tradition as 

a. source of material connected with a popular figure. 
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The factuality of the episodes related in the 

Northern Metrical Life was not an issue for the fifteenth-

century hagiographer. His compilation of tradition, no 

matter what its source, provides the logical outcome of the 

creative process involved in the formulation of a saint's 

legend. The work completes the cycle. The initial oral 

impulse led to the formal composition of St. Cuthbert's 

biography. The first formalization served as a source for 

the second, more conventional account. The authoritative 

biography furthered the cult of the saint, and this con

tinued emphasis produced more oral tradition. The later 

oral tradition was embodied in a formal written narrative, 

which in its turn provided an impetus for the creation of 

addition miracle stories. The Northern Metrical Life gave 

the new material legitimacy and currency, thus laying the 

foundation for more nev; material had the process continued. 

The development of the legend of St. Cuthbert, with 

its constant trend away from the specific and toward the 

conventional, and its assimilation of interpolated material 

into a comprehensive and coherent narrative^ epitomizes the 

course of development of many saints' legends. As long as 

a cult remains viable, new traditions are formed and assim

ilated into the written lives which perpetuate the cult. 

The conventionality of the miracles associated with a given 

saint by no means militates against the process, for in all 
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the biographies of the saints, the central concept is the 

ethical truth involved. Any and all examples of that truth 

which can be attached to an individual saint merely support 

the higher truth his legend is made to contain. The legend 

of St. Cuthbert, illustrating as it does the process by 

which the lives of the saints are formed and perpetuated, 

stands as a valuable example of the relative influence of 

oral and literary tradition in the evolution of the legends 

of the saints. 
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