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Preface



As an undergraduate reading history at Oxford at the start of the 1960s, it was only Richard Southern’s inaugural lecture as Chichele Professor, delivered in 1961, that made me aware of what lay behind the syllabus we had to study. The discovery that history as an academic discipline was a nineteenth-century invention filled me with fascinated horror. Until then I had always assumed that the study of history, like any other subject I had ever learned, required a certain amount of groundwork, but that thereafter endless vistas of human experience lay before the student. Only listening to Southern did I discover that this was not at all what was in the minds of those who had in the first place devised the Oxford syllabus and who had indeed thereby managed to establish it as a respectable subject for university study. They had actually chosen to leave out ‘that which is most interesting in the past in order to concentrate on that which was practically and academically most serviceable’.1


The Victorian syllabus, it hardly needs saying, had little place for women. Concentrating as it did on public life and constitutional developments there seemed to its framers barely any occasion to mention them. Even the great Dictionary of National Biography, begun in 1885 and designed for a wider public, could find room in its sixty-two volumes for only 3 per cent of women. All this is both well-known and being put to rights. History syllabuses, world-wide, include topics on women; the New Dictionary of National Biography, now underway, has a consultant editor for women on its staff. Women are, then, no longer in danger of being left out of history; but what is not yet clear is what precisely is their place within it. What are the grounds for the study of women as a separate topic? Should women’s history make way for gender history?


In what follows I engage with this current debate only to the extent that in attempting to write a book of this scope at all I have shaped it in ways which seem to me to reflect work of great importance, much of it interdisciplinary, much of it still in progress, testimony to the continuing vitality and richness of women’s history. My aims have been twofold: to provide an introduction to some of this work that will be of use and interest to both students and to the general reader, and secondly to try to present medieval women on their own terms; and here I must return to those Victorians. Their syllabus, as described by Richard Southern, may have been long dismantled but their ghosts are still around. On the one hand these ghosts (being male) still encourage historians, even when writing about women, to share assumptions created by men. And this, as Caroline Walker Bynum has taught us, will never give us ‘the whole story’: we cannot only look ‘at women; … the historian … needs to stand with women as well’.2 The other thing these ghosts do is to transpose into the Middle Ages, as if it didn’t have its fair share, some of the misogyny of the nineteenth century. That at least is the only explanation I have for the extraordinarily persistent caricatures of the attitudes of the Middle Ages towards women which still mar many discussions. In the famous debates about the authenticity of the correspondence between Abelard and Heloise, for example, those who argued not so long ago that Heloise could not have written the letters that bear her name either because she would not have been so clever, or so sensuous, were hearing voices that came not from the twelfth but from the nineteenth century.


Since in writing this book I have had, as said above, in mind both general reader and student, as far as possible each chapter is self-contained and may be read with or without reference to the extracts from Primary Sources here. The bibliographies for each chapter, which appear at the end of the book, include titles referred to in footnotes as well as suggestions for further reading.


This book makes no claim to be original research; I have tried to acknowledge how much I owe to the work of others in the limited footnotes allowed by the format and in the bibliographies, but if there are occasions when I have failed to do so, I offer heartfelt apologies. I would like to thank my family and many friends for their inspiration, advice and understanding. I am particularly grateful to Caroline Barron, Kate Cooper, Monica Green, Conrad Leyser, Henry Mayr-Harting, Janet Nelson and Nigel Thompson who each read chapters in draft and whose criticisms were of the greatest value. Errors which remain are, of course, my own. I would also like to thank students from the summer school at St Peter’s, Oxford, from 1991–4 and from the 1994 spring semester from Emory University, Atlanta, who allowed me to try out sections of this book on them and for all their suggestions. My thanks are due to the Faculty at Emory for their hospitality and to the interloan library for its help and endless patience with my requests. My debt to the Master and Fellows of St Peter’s College, Oxford, for their generosity and support in the last few years is incalculable.


Between conception and completion this book lost its most fervent supporter and its sternest critic. I dedicate it to his memory and to our children.


Henrietta Leyser
St Peter’s College, Oxford
March 1995


1 R. W. Southern, The Shape and Substance of Academic History (1962), reprinted in F. Stern, The Varieties of History (1973), p. 418.


2 C. W. Bynum, ‘Women’s Stories, Women’s Symbols’, Fragmentation and Redemption (1991), p. 33.





PART ONE



The Anglo-Saxons:
Studies in Evidence
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CHAPTER ONE



Archaeology


The arrival of Germanic tribes in England in the early fifth century, following the departure of the occupying armies of Roman legionaries, has been immortalised for us through stories from the ninth-century Anglo-Saxon Chronicle. In these stories, epic heroes land along the south-east coast of England, on the shores of Sussex, Kent and Hampshire. They come in small bands, three to five shipfuls, brother with brother, father with sons. They kill natives, capture treasure, inspire terror. Historians tend to be sceptical now about the existence of those the Chronicle names; Hengist and Horsa, for example, alleged leaders and brothers are perhaps, like Romulus and Remus, the twins of Rome, to be regarded as archetypal founding figures rather than revered as historical personages.


Mythical or not, the cast of the Anglo-Saxon Chronicle is, in its invasion scenes, resolutely male. Women are conspicuous only by their absence. No one tells us whether shiploads of women arrived too. By contrast, following the Norman Conquest of 1066 the twelfth-century historian Ordericus Vitalis reported that Norman women were too afraid of the sea-crossing to join their menfolk. Such reluctance, whether in the fifth or the eleventh century, would have had political advantages for the newcomers. Intermarriage, quite as much as warfare is, or can be, a form of conquest. The extent of the slaughter of native British men in the fifth century will always remain incalculable, but it is hard to avoid the conclusion that whatever the estimate, women were more likely to have been enslaved than killed, set to work, as E. A. Thompson has argued, ‘spinning, weaving, grinding corn, making pots, fetching wood, water, and so on, as well as to serve as concubines’.1 A scenario of this kind is supported by evidence from Hampshire cemeteries: taller men appear in the post-Roman record while the stature of the women remains unchanged. The suggestion, though it can be no more, is thus of an immigrant male population living alongside native females.


‘Sex and politics’ with a different twist finds its way into the ninth-century account of the Anglo-Saxon invasion attributed to the Welsh ecclesiastic, Nennius. Woman here is both victim and villain. Nennius’s Hengist, ‘an experienced man, shrewd and skilful’, spies out the land and then sends back home for his ‘beautiful and very handsome’ daughter, Rowena. Once she has arrived, Hengist organises a great feast for the British leader Vortigern and, according to Nennius, ‘he told the girl to serve them wine and spirits. They all got exceedingly drunk. When they were drinking Satan entered into Vortigern’s heart and made him love the girl … he asked her father for her hand, saying, “Ask of me what you will, even to the half of my kingdom.” ’ Thereafter, in Nennius’s narrative, the Anglo-Saxons were unstoppable; the barbarians returned in force since Vortigern, ‘because of his wife’, was their friend.2


It is the legendary character of accounts such as Nennius’s and to some extent also of the Anglo-Saxon Chronicle, which has allowed the years between the departure of the Romans and the establishment of the recognisable Anglo-Saxon kingdoms of the later sixth century to be called ‘Dark Ages’. In the absence of authoritative written sources, the work of archaeologists has been of fundamental importance to Anglo-Saxon studies. Although much of the evidence here too is irrecoverable, there are still sites to be excavated; new techniques and new questions, moreover, mean that what has already been unearthed can now be reinterpreted. It is to the implications of these interpretations for the study of Anglo-Saxon women that we must now turn. The focus will be on the richest area of excavation, studies of cemeteries.


Cemetery evidence, it goes without saying, is not transparent. Anglo-Saxon burial practices, like our own, are not simply a reflection of social reality. As Ian Hodder had pointed out, they may indeed invert, disguise and distort that reality; thus today, in Hodder’s words, ‘in many of our deaths we express an ideal of equality, humility and non-materialism which is blatantly in contrast with the way we live our lives in practice’.3 That said, recent work by archaeologists has done much to decipher and translate the messages of graves and to establish categories for analysis. Following this work, we will need to consider three different types of burial: the ‘normal’, the rich and the strange. In each case we will need to take into account where abouts in the cemetery the grave is located, the position of the body in the grave and the nature of any grave goods. Corresponding questions apply also to cremations, a rite phased out only with the advent of Christianity at the turn of the sixth century. An attempt will be made first to give some descriptive examples of these types and, second, to consider broader implications.


The first thing to be noticed about ‘normal’ burials or cremations is that there is really no such thing. Each cemetery has its own quite particular story to tell. It is, however, generally possible to distinguish (and not just on skeletal grounds) between male and female inhabitants. In the case of cremations, for example, where the presence of charred bone still makes sexing possible, cinerary urns are likely to be decorated according to both gender and age. Thus, despite wide regional variations in design, urns with stamped concentric figures seem always to have contained women or children. Occasionally, a special zone of the cemetery was reserved for the burial of women, as, for example, at sixth-century Lechlade in Gloucestershire; sometimes in inhumations an identifying trait is the ritual position of the body. At Holywell Row in Suffolk, for example, men tended to be buried extended whereas a significant proportion of women are found with legs flexed.


A crucial question raised by the evidence of the Holywell Row cemetery is that of status and how this might interact with definition by gender. The evidence is highly complex4 and will be discussed more fully later in the chapter. It is sufficient to note here that in what is known as sector 1 of the Holywell Row cemetery, women buried in a flexed position had wrist clasps and ornaments on both right and left shoulders whereas extended women had no wrist clasps and ornaments only on the left shoulder. On the other hand, all the sector 1 women, flexed or extended, had accessories on the right side of the waist whereas in sector 2 such accessories were found only on the left side. The symbolic meanings here are far from clear; what does, however, seem to hold true for inhumations at Holywell Row and elsewhere – as yet we know little about cremations – is that the range of grave goods found with women is greater both in kind and in number than those found with men. Many of these objects are sex-specific – notably amethyst, cowries and keys for women as opposed to weaponry for men – but here again there are exceptions. Tweezers, for example, associated with women at the Chessel Down cemetery on the Isle of Wight, are at Long Wittenham in Berkshire found in the graves of men.
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Each cemetery must be read, then, primarily according to the logic of its own rules. But there is a wider context, that of chronology, still to be considered. The earliest graves bear witness to those pagan beliefs of which we otherwise know so little. In these, the bones of animals, notably of sheep and goats, are found with both men and women; it is presumed, since the bones are articulated, that these were buried as a source of fresh meat to sustain the dead whereas other animals, such as dogs, were probably sacrificial offerings. Dogs, likewise horses, both high-status animals, were more commonly associated with men than with women; so far only one woman has been found buried with a dog, at Minster Lovell in Oxfordshire, while the closest we can get to a horse burial for a woman is at Buckland in Kent where the dead woman’s treasures included the premolar tooth of a large horse. Boars’ teeth and tusks, however, are found predominantly with women; beaver teeth with women and children. Such teeth and tusks were often perforated, having been worn as pendants, sometimes with expensive mountings, expressive of the value attached to them by their owners. Amulets of this kind seem to have been particularly favoured by women in the decades surrounding the conversion to Christianity, possibly indicating a need for extra protection in the face of the uncertainties caused by the new beliefs the Christian missionaries were spreading.


How far, and in what ways, these new beliefs affected ritual practices is hard to determine, but it is clear that the long-held notion that easily definable and recognisable alterations in burial customs were introduced by Christianisation is no longer tenable. Christians as well as pagans buried their dead with grave goods; conversely, pagans as well as Christians might choose an east-west orientation for their graves. None the less, the conversion period saw the playing out of significant dramas in which cemeteries acted as the stage. These struggles had as much to do with political ranking as with religious belief, though to try to separate the two would be a misguided enterprise. The principal parts in these dramas were taken by men, but this is no reason for ignoring the supporting roles played by women at times, indeed, these were clearly highlighted. It is as well to remember that whereas in the seventh century the graves of men – notably at Sutton Hoo in Suffolk – stand out both in terms of wealth, and, quite literally, as huge mounds in the landscape, in the sixth century the most splendid burials are of those of women.


Splendid female graves are thickest on the ground in Kent, itself the richest of the early Anglo-Saxon kingdoms. Here, in the mid-sixth century, a number of women were buried with particularly lavish quantities of jewellery, showing all the marks of the influence of their cross-channel neighbours, the Franks. The gold-brocaded armlets and headbands of these women and the arrangements of their brooches has led to speculation that here was a group of high-caste women, dressed in a way that underlined their special status. Veiled and perhaps distinctively clad in open over-gowns, such women may have been the instruments and ambassadors of Kent’s pre-eminence in the early Anglo-Saxon world. Thus the presence of comparable graves elsewhere in England has led C. J. Arnold to suggest that marriage of these élite women into other dynasties was a hallmark of Kentish diplomacy.5 Such marriage alliances came to be rivalled only by the novel Christian strategies of the seventh century when god-parenting by kings of neighbouring rulers provided an alternative means both of making alliances and of proclaiming dominance.


In the seventh century, alongside the new-style rich male burials, sumptuous women’s graves are still to be found. What they yield now is evidence of the changing fashions brought by Christianisation, of ways in which the new faith could be displayed on women’s bodies. As a missionary centre, home for the Italian monks sent by Pope Gregory I in 597, Kent continued to set trends, but its influence became more diffuse. For an example of the contrast between the sixth and seventh centuries we may look at the Gloucestershire cemetery of Lechlade.


Lechlade has been excavated only recently, in 1985; it was an excavation planned originally to last three weeks, supposedly of a prehistoric ceremonial area to be summarily investigated before Cotswold District Council began building houses on the site. It soon became clear that what was being unearthed was in fact a major Anglo-Saxon cemetery, in use from about 500–670 CE, possibly for as many as five hundred bodies, with women consistently buried in the north-western corner of the area. Here, in a wooden coffin (in itself a mark of some distinction since most corpses are laid out only clothed or shrouded) was found the sixth-century grave of a young woman thought to be between twenty-five and thirty, the average lifespan for a woman in this period. She had been buried with the right leg extended, the left leg slightly flexed, a beaver-tooth pendant by her ribs. But what was most remarkable was the richness of the woman’s grave goods. ‘Behind her skull’, the archaeologists’ preliminary report noted, was


a circlet of blue glass beads … There was a large gilded saucer brooch on each shoulder with traces of woollen dress adhering to the back. A massive gilded, bronze, square-headed brooch held her cloak together. Amber beads and a string of tubular blue glass beads were thickly spread across her chest. A further heap of beads lay by her waist and had, perhaps, originally been kept in a bag … [There was] even more jewellery – silver spiral rings on four fingers, bronze pins in her hair and a cosmetic brush. By her head a wooden or leather bottle was decorated with circular and triangular bronze plaques. Against this rested a bone spindle whorl and bone comb. A large ivory ring hung on the left side of her waist. This was the stiffener of a bag – when the ring was lifted the bag opened … Inside were various metal rings which were probably kept as protective amulets. An iron chatelaine also hung from her waist … 6


The contents and messages of this, and of comparable sixth-century graves, must be compared with the women’s graves of the seventh century in Lechlade. Here we again find signals of status: another coffin burial, for example, exceptionally surrounded by a ditch, of a woman we can reasonably, if not certainly, presume to be a Christian since she wore on her necklace a silver cross. Fashions, notably, have now changed. The accoutrements of this woman, and of her contemporaries beneath Lechlade soil, bear witness to Mediterranean influence. Regional styles have been discarded in favour of cosmopolitanism. The chunky square-headed brooches of the sixth century have been replaced by circular designs and by finely worked silver hoops, pins and necklaces. Mediterranean amethysts and garnets are favoured over Baltic amber. Prized possessions are no longer kept in little bags but in wooden caskets, such as the Franks had used in the sixth century, containing perhaps a thread-box full of scraps of textiles (hence the name) and a Red Sea cowrie, a treasure that may have represented the vulva, or purity, or both.


Mediterranean influence, mediated in the first instance through Kent, can be seen not only at Lechlade but also in the burial barrow at Swallowcliffe Down in Wiltshire. Here, in the seventh century, a woman of about eighteen to twenty-five years – quite possibly a Christian – laid in ostentatious splendour on a bed, had been interred in a Bronze Age barrow. While there is nothing Kentish about the bed – further examples of bed burials in England, all but one of them the graves of women, have been found in Wiltshire, Suffolk and Derbyshire – the grave goods suggest that, like the women of Lechlade, the Swallowcliffe woman was dressed in the latest Mediterranean style. Buried with her, in a fine ‘modern’ maple-wood casket, were five silver safety-pin brooches, of a kind to be found only in seventh-century women’s graves. The closest match to them comes from Kingston in Kent where a pair with similar engravings were found in a grave otherwise renowned for the beauty of its owner’s polychrome brooch. Whether there was once other jewellery at Swallowcliffe seems certain – at some point the grave was robbed: of what we can only guess, but it has been suggested that a cross of gold and garnet cloisonné work, as found in the seventh-century bed burial of a woman at Ixworth in Suffolk, might have been among the objects stolen. Left behind by the robbers was a translucent glass bead with an opaque twist, technically superb and again with Kentish parallels.


The Swallowcliffe woman was also buried with an object that (to date, at any rate), is unique in an English setting: a spherical container, bronze, though originally with a silver coating, whose function is far from clear. A similar find in a ninth-century woman’s ship burial in Norway poses the same question: what is the purpose of these objects? Earlier suppositions that these containers were censers seem now to have been disproved, closer examination of the workmanship suggesting that neither capsule was intended to be opened. Both do, however, work as sprinklers. If this interpretation is correct, then it would seem that the Swallowcliffe container should be understood alongside the perforated spoons and spherical balls found in a number of fifth- and sixth-century women’s graves. This hypothesis will be considered after looking at the final category of graves: those containing ‘strange’ or ‘deviant’ burials.


‘Deviant’ burials may be defined as being those that arouse the suspicion that the dead person met a nasty end. Among those excavated, four women – one each at Sewerby in Yorkshire, Worthy Park in Hampshire, Camerton in Somerset and Buckland in Kent – were possibly buried alive. The skeletons of their bodies were contorted and prone. At Sewerby, the woman had been buried on top of a coffin burial of another much younger woman; a quern stone had been placed on her back as if to keep her in place but, as she had also been provided with a respectable range of grave-goods, there is no reason to assume that her burial was intended to be shaming. By contrast, at Worthy Park the burial was unaccompanied by any goods and a lesion on the right femur of the skeleton has given rise to the suggestion that here was a victim of rape (the injury is consistent with this possibility) who, by the norms of her society, deserved and met a shocking end. This is a highly speculative interpretation: the injury, apparently, could equally have been caused by rough horse-riding; moreover, we have no firm evidence to support the notion of this kind of penalisation for rape. Likewise, while it is possible that the double grave at Brighthampton in Oxfordshire is an example of a suttee-type burial, and that another at Bifrons in Kent contained a slave buried with her mistress, it makes no sense to isolate these cases from a broader ritual context.


How we are to understand this ritual context is as yet far from clear, but the recently completed excavation at Sutton Hoo has highlighted the need to make the attempt. When this great ship burial was first unearthed in 1939, and for decades thereafter, the big question was: who was the man so honoured in his death? Following the latest excavations, we can no longer think of it only as a kingly burial with its riches. Attention is also focused on the company this man kept. It is a mixed entourage, likely to have included at least one rich female burial (Mound 14) but of particular relevance, centred around a tree in the eastern sector of the cemetery, are the graves of men (perhaps with some women among them) who had been killed in celebration of a sacrificial rite. ‘Deviant’ burials of any kind are always likely to make headlines. In the light of the Sutton Hoo evidence, however, the assumption, sometimes made, that the victims were simply expendable or devalued women, can no longer be allowed to pass.


It is now time to consider not only how, and with what, women were buried, but to look more fully at the range of meanings their graves imply. Archaeologists warn us to proceed with caution. In her analysis of the cemeteries of Holywell Row, Suffolk, and Westgarth Gardens, Bury St Edmunds, Elaine Pader has concluded that although women’s graves here – as elsewhere – may seem to be better furnished than those of men, we should not be misled by such superficial impressions; the fact, she suggests, that females often appear to be wealthier than men by artefact-count and quality might be totally irrelevant.7 Their artefacts have different meanings. Inventories and estimates miss the point. More significant, to Pader, is the Holywell Row correlation between the graves of women and children. Whereas men were buried with shields, symbols of their majority, women, she argues, were buried as if they were minors, their frequently found flexed skeletons indicative of the marginal position they may have held within the community. Women, as other archaeologists have suggested with remarkable condescension, amassed amulets, trinkets and ‘junk’ because they were perhaps ‘naturally more superstitious than men’;8 they collected bits of material to put in so-called thread-boxes ‘like many modern needlewomen … hoarding any little scraps that might come in useful’.9 What are we to make of such dismissive arguments?


Warnings not to exaggerate the functions and status of Dark Age and medieval women must always be heeded; there are times, however, when the bells ring too loudly. The intense competition for kingdom-building that was waged in sixth- and seventh-century England was led on the battlefield by kings, but female kin could and did take their share of the power and the glory. In 672, when Cenwealh of Wessex died, ‘his Queen Seaxburh reigned one year after him’. The details of the story behind this annal of the Anglo-Saxon Chronicle are lost; but Seaxburh’s year as ruler reminds us to take seriously the contribution of women to the success of their dynasties and kin groups. The Chronicle in the annal for 640 records the accession of Eorcenberht to the kingdom of Kent and gives the name of his wife, also called Seaxburh, and of his daughter Eormengota, ‘a holy virgin and a wonderful person’. In time Seaxburh and Eormengota both became abbesses; as will be seen in Chapter Two, the responsibilities wielded by such women are inconceivable without there being already a strong tradition of female command and spiritual expertise on which to draw. To this hypothesis, grave-goods, buttressed by ecclesiastical literature, lend support. In calling upon it, it may be difficult not to seem to be re-creating some kind of ‘wise-woman’ stereotype; the risk must none the less be taken.


At this point we need to return to the objects buried with women and to consider, following Pader’s criteria, what the artefacts in question may ‘mean’. We can begin with what are known as ‘girdle adjuncts’. Women’s clothing, as Gale Owen-Crocker’s study has shown, was always belted or girdled.10 In the seventh century it became fashionable to attach chatelaine chains to belts and to festoon them with a variety of objects, but in the absence of such a chain appropriate possessions might be suspended from girdle hangers or simply tied on or stuck through girdle or belt. Knives, the most common of all grave-goods, buried with men, women and children, are generally reckoned to be the equivalent of penknives rather than weapons, and of functional rather than symbolic value. Women’s keys and fire-steels, on the other hand, despite their practical uses, need to be considered for other meanings, especially since the keys in question were designed not to open locks but to lift latches. A finger could have done the job as efficiently, but not as ceremoniously; it does not seem fanciful, therefore, to suggest that latch-lifters may have acted as the seemingly absent token of maturity for women, a sign of their role as guardians of a house and its possessions, and possibly also – the suggestion is Audrey Meaney’s – as a sign of their sexual claims. The phallic associations of keys for the Anglo-Saxons is, as Meaney points out, confirmed by two riddles preserved in The Exeter Book of c.1000 – ‘it had touched the known hole which it … had often filled before’; ‘girded with rings, I must thrust hard against hardness’.11 Fire-steels, similarly, will have denoted a responsibility that was both necessary and rich in symbolic meaning. In many societies it has fallen, and still falls, to women to keep the home fires burning. As recently observed in certain regions of Portugal, after the first bath of a new baby ‘people are careful to throw the water … in the fireplace if the child is female, and out of doors if it is a male. Thus the little girl will be homely and a “friend of the hearth” …’12


The symbolic meanings of fire, even in an age of microwaves, are not difficult to grasp. The associations conjured up in the medieval mind by spinning and weaving may perhaps to the twentieth-century reader be more elusive. Spiders’ webs still seem creepy but weaving is simply folksy. But spinning and weaving, which have given ‘spinsters’ and ‘wives’ their appellations, have been the pre-eminent tasks for women of every class, from slave to aristocrat, in all the early civilisations of which we know – Egypt, Palestine, Greece, Rome. Anglo-Saxon England is no exception. In all probability every home had its loom; spindle whorls, shears and weaving batons are found regularly in women’s graves. Indispensable as was the work of weavers, however, the activity itself was deeply feared, according to the Penitential of Burchard of Worms (c.1010):


Have you ever been present at, or consented to, the vanities which women practice in their woollen work, in their weaving, who when they begin their weaving hope to be able to bring it about that with incantations and with their actions that the threads of the warp and of the woof become so intertwined that unless [some-one] makes use of these other diabolical counter-incantations, he will perish totally? If you have ever been present or consented you must do penance for thirty days on bread and water.13


There was also white magic to be had through women’s work: to treat the Anglo-Saxon suffering from pains in the jaw the recommended procedure was to ‘take the spindle with which a woman spins, bind around his neck with a woollen thread and rinse the inside with hot goat’s milk; he will soon be well.’14


The magic of spinning and weaving to which such texts attests, leads us directly (with the help of the work of Audrey Meaney) to thread-boxes. So far, at least three dozen of these have been found in seventh-century, probably Christian, women’s graves. Similar boxes have been found on the Continent, but the English examples are different in their design and somewhat larger in their capacity: as receptacles they remain, however, tiny – on average 6 centimetres in diameter and 12 centimetres tall. Bits of thread were kept in them, together with scraps of material and herbs. Interpretations as to the uses or significance of thread boxes vary. Are they workboxes for needlewomen; reliquaries containing scraps of holy clothing of the kind which the tenth-century King Athelstan liked to collect, allegedly taken, by way of example, from ‘the garment which our Lord himself wore … from the head-dress of the mother of God … from the clothes of St John the Apostle …’;15 or ‘first-aid boxes’ containing herbs and bandages endowed with both magical and medicinal properties? Their size, the rich and varied nature of the contents, and the absence of any needles makes the first interpretation seem unlikely; the second and third are possible and not mutually exclusive. Thus a thread-box in a baby’s grave in the seventh-century cemetery at Updown, Kent, looks distinctly like a reliquary, containing as it does what may be the earliest fragment of silk known in England, while cures of classical origin known from later Anglo-Saxon sources but possibly introduced much earlier demand cloth, thread and herbs. The woman who needs help in childbirth, for example, should have ‘eleven or thirteen grains of coriander seed in a clean cloth tied with a warp thread held against her left thigh’;16 the woman who has been struck dumb should be provided with a powder of pennyroyal wrapped in wool. Such herbal remedies were easily Christianised, mixed with holy water, or lichen from a crucifix, and administered with prayer (scoffers might like to note that lichen has antibiotic properties).


An attempt to find any one explanation for the appearance of thread-boxes is likely to be not only doomed but also misguided: uncertain though we may be about pagan habits of thought, we do know that Christianity relished and encouraged layers of meaning. The four ways of reading scripture – literal, allegorical, moral and tropological – bred complexity and introduced a rationale for the adaptation of old habits. The Christian religion stridently condemned amulets, which represented ‘the filth of the ungodly’; at the same time new stones, seemingly with special qualities, were being introduced. Whereas, according to the Roman Pliny writing in the first century CE, amber had been worn by simple peasant women in Gaul as a protection against tonsillitis, amethyst, according to Christian exegesis, was the twelfth apocalyptic gem, sharing its colour with the cup of passion and the wine of heaven. Bishops wore it in their rings; Anglo-Saxon women, particularly of Kent, abandoned amber for necklaces of pear-shaped amethyst beads. It is thus not impossible that thread-boxes, similarly, are a Christian replacement of a pagan cultic object, in this case, Meaney suggests, of crystal balls.


Crystal balls appear in Anglo-Saxon women’s graves from as early as the fifth century. As many as twenty have been found in Kent, only six elsewhere, though it should be noted that commoner crystal beads may have shared some of the properties of the more prestigious balls. These balls are usually to be found placed between the woman’s knees. In eight cases they are coupled with a perforated spoon; hence their possible connection with Swallowcliffe, though the earlier date for most cases confirms a pagan rather than a Christian context. Although a wide variety of sources make it clear that crystal, through its associations with the sun, light and purity, maintained magical qualities, the function and meaning of the spoons and the Swallowcliffe capsule remain controversial. A possibility that the spoons were used for sieving wine, and hence that they emphasise the role of women as ritual dispenser of drink, has been countered by those who argue that the bowls of the spoons are too shallow and the holes too big, and who favour instead prophylactic sprinkling as the use for both spoons and spherical container. But in either case, the point of relevance is the burial of these objects with women and the responsibilities and powers they may be supposed to represent.


Tania Dickinson’s recent assessment of a late fifth- to sixth-century Warwickshire grave entitled ‘An Anglo-Saxon “Cunning Woman” from Bidford-on-Avon’ can serve as some kind of a conclusion to this chapter, as well as a pointer to other categories of artefacts not discussed above and to questions yet to be asked. The Bidford woman was buried with twelve miniature bucket pendants of a not uncommon kind, but unusually filled with textile fragments, the precursor in this respect of thread-boxes. The pendants were either placed or sewn into a bag, together with a disc pendant, and seem to have been worn around the neck. They were accompanied by the unparalleled find of an antler cone, together with a highly distinctive ‘scalpel-like’ knife whose bone handle was decorated with double bull’s eyes. Two brooches, an iron pin and amber and glass beads also formed part of the assemblage. While unable to explain whether the buckets and the antler cone denote drinking symbolism, or whether they have other magical associations, Dickinson proposes that here is an example of a woman who had been buried with more than her share of bits and pieces. This fits with Audrey Meaney’s observation that while women frequently have amulets, in any one cemetery there is likely to be someone who had a special collection: ‘The odd mixture of amulets and “junk” may be the stock-in-trade and sign of women possessed of special powers.’ Such ‘cunning women’ ‘would have practised primarily beneficent magic, healing, protecting, and divining the future’.17 Christian holy women, as will be seen in the following chapter, did much the same thing.


A postscript is called for. Cemetery evidence does not suggest that it was exclusively women who had amulets or worked magic; runic inscriptions on swords, boar motifs on helmets and decorative belt buckles will have been designed to give protection to their male owners. Moreover, while it remains true, in Meaney’s words, that there is ‘no getting away from the fact that Anglo-Saxon men did not have the kinds of amulets their women-folk demonstrably had’,18 recent researchers have been anxious to suggest the possibility of a ‘third sex’. Grave 9 at Portway, Hampshire, is here indicative. It is a grave which seems to have been special in several respects: there was a large flint nodule on the chest of the occupant and, most striking of all, female-type jewellery on a male skeleton. The grave also contained carbonised grains of bread wheat (of significance in the light of the veto on burning corn at times of death in the Penitential of Theodore). It may be of relevance that the ninth-century Penitential of Silos, a text containing much Insular material, also condemns the practice of women burning grain, ‘where a man has died’, and likewise men who ‘in the dance wear women’s clothes and strangely devise them and employ jawbones (?) and a bow and spade and things like these …’19 In the light of such texts, the evidence of the Portway grave and related work on burials from other cultures, it may be that we need to be less ready to assume that ‘female’ artefacts will always or only be buried with female bodies.
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CHAPTER TWO



History and Hagiography


The coming of Christianity to Anglo-Saxon England breaks the silence of the centuries of the settlement. Christianity brought with it literacy; the possibility and excitement of the new learning generated a flurry of book-making and writing. Scholars wrestled with a new alphabet, a new language, new forms of computation. Already, within a hundred years of the arrival of the mission headed by St Augustine, sent by Pope Gregory I in 597, a centre of monastic scholarship had been established at Jarrow in Northumbria. It was here that the monk Bede, near the end of his life, finished the writing in 731 of one of those books destined to become, in the words of King Alfred, ‘most necessary for all men to know’ – The Ecclesiastical History of the English People (hereafter EH). It is this account, more than any other, which has coloured our perceptions of the stages and the progress of the conversion. Described as (and indeed designed to be) ‘a gallery of good examples’,1 the Ecclesiastical History lovingly depicts not only the men but also the women whose lives Bede considered worthy of emulation. Despite the many whom Bede, from his northern fastness of Jarrow, omits, it is still through his eyes and through his portraits of these men and women that any consideration of the conversion must begin.


Bede’s Ecclesiastical History is dedicated to a king; in his preface, all the thanks go to men: to the priest Nothhelm who has searched through the archives of Rome on his behalf, to the abbots, bishops and monks who have provided him with the stories and records on which his work is based. His narrative is punctuated by the succession lists of bishops and kings. It is a tale structured around good men and their good deeds. And yet within the conventions of this framework it is clear that the momentum of conversion is significantly accelerated by women because, or so it would seem from the stories Bede has chosen to tell, the adoption of Christianity was for them much less problematic than it was for the men of their world. ‘Dark Age’ kings, and clerics, too, as Bede does not hesitate to show us, are deeply, indeed at times fatally, troubled as to how to reconcile the ethics of the new religion with barbarian codes of behaviour. The ecclesiastics have to decide what is an appropriate lifestyle: can they ride horses and feast with kings, or should they preach on foot, teaching their followers how to fast? Kings have to wrestle with the demands of a faith that expects them to give lavish alms to the poor in preference to booty to their followers and which even tells them to love their enemies.


How to adapt apostolic precepts of poverty to the dignity expected of officeholders, how to eschew war but still protect kingdoms, are questions which Bede’s Ecclesiastical History highlights but does not answer. The fate of King Sigeberht of East Anglia, the king who hoped to escape the dilemmas of his office by becoming a monk but who is dragged by the East Anglicans out of his monastery and on to the battlefield where he refuses to carry arms and perishes at the hands of the still pagan Mercians, is a story Bede tells without comment. ‘Good and religious man’ though Bede considers him, Sigeberht is not regarded as a martyr whereas Oswald of Northumbria, killed in action against the same enemy, becomes a saint. Try as he might, Bede could find no fitting place in Anglo-Saxon society for a pacifist king.


The paradoxes and strains of Christianity which so trouble Bede’s men seemingly impinge not one whit on his women. They take up its challenges with alacrity and with evident success. They become saints apace, exercising power in life and in death: in life in positions of influence as abbesses, in death through miracles worked at their shrines. Yet it is not any woman who can play this part; royal blood is an essential prerequisite. The high profile such women achieve would indeed seem to be explicable only if Christianity was in fact offering a continuation, albeit with significant variations, of roles in which aristocratic women were already well versed. With this in mind let us turn to such women as Bede presents them. We begin, as he does, with Christian women and the implications of their marriages.


Married women in Bede’s narrative both precede the mission sent by Pope Gregory and help to ensure the survival of its teaching. The king of Kent, Aethelbert, who received the missionaries into his kingdom, alarmed though he is said by Bede to have been at the possibility that they might be magicians come to bewitch him, was none the less not a stranger to the new religion. His wife, Bertha, a Frankish princess, had been given to him in marriage on condition, Bede tells us, that ‘she should be allowed to practise her faith and religion unhindered’ (EH I, 25). A bishop, who had been sent to England with her, held services at the old Roman church of St Martin, just outside Aethelbert’s capital, Canterbury. It was at St Martin’s that Augustine and his mission set up their base, and there that within no time at all Aethelbert himself was baptised. This auspicious beginning is rerun, with extra flourishes, when the time comes for Aethelburh, the daughter of Aethelbert and Bertha, to marry. Her partner is to be the still pagan king of Northumbria, Edwin, but Aethelburh, in Bede’s words, is ‘not to be polluted by contact with the heathen’. Before she can join Edwin he must promise ‘that he will put no obstacle of any kind in the way of the Christian worship which the maiden practised; on the contrary, he will allow her and all who come with her, men and women, priests and retainers, to follow the faith and worship of their religion after the Christian manner’ (EH II, 9). And he will himself consider conversion.


Edwin, in fact, dithers and it is only after a thwarted attempt on his life and the birth of his daughter, Eanflaed – born at Easter and christened at Pentecost – ‘the first of the Northumbrian race to be baptised’ – that Edwin at last promises his own adherence to Christianity. His great-niece Hilda, still a young girl but destined to play a key role in Northumbria, is one of those to be baptised with him when he finally takes the plunge on Easter Day 627. Pope Boniface V meanwhile, in an attempt to hasten the event, had been writing chivvying letters both to Edwin and to Aethelburh: Edwin must convert. Aethelburh receives a present of an ivory comb together with a stern reminder that as a Christian wife she has a duty to soften and inflame the king’s heart, to pour knowledge of the mysteries of her faith into his mind, to fulfil the testimony of scripture that ‘the unbelieving husband shall be saved by the believing wife’ (EH II, 9–10). Aethelburh’s mother, Bertha, though Bede does not mention it, had had a papal letter in a similar vein, taking her to task for not exercising more influence over Aethelbert. She is to waste no time in making up for her past negligence.


Two marriages, two conversions, two daughters, two papal letters; and there is more to follow. First in Kent and then Northumbria there are pagan comebacks. In Northumbria Edwin is killed – his wife and children flee to Kent (where Christianity has by then been re-established) and there his daughter Eanflaed grows up; Northumbria is re-Christianised by Irish missionaries from the island of Iona under the leadership of Bishop Aidan who bring with them their own traditions, most troublingly a different system for calculating the date of Easter. Eanflaed returns as bride of the new king, Oswiu. The daughter she in turn bears (Aelfflaed) will be offered, as we shall see, when still a baby, to the new Christian God as a thank-offering for the victory in battle that secures the survival of the Northumbrian kingdom. The baby will become abbess of the great double monastery of Whitby. In widowhood her mother Eanflaed joins her there. But first Eanflaed, her court and her supporters impose on the north, through the decision of a synod held at this same monastery of Whitby, the Christian calendar and customs of their native Kent. This calendar is in line with that of Rome; henceforth Easter in Northumbria will no longer be celebrated according to the calculations of ‘remote’ peoples, but together with Christians ‘throughout the whole world’ (EH III, 25).


In contrast to these triumphant women of Northumbria and Kent, ‘bad’ women scarcely figure in Bede’s Ecclesiastical History; there is a whiff of scandal at the Northumbrian monastery of Coldingham – ‘feasting, drinking, gossiping and other delights’ (EH IV, 25) instead of prayer and reading – but divine vengeance in the form of fire soon puts a stop to that. The ‘bad ways’ of Queen Iurminburgh, second wife of Ecgfrith of Northumbria, recounted with relish in the Life of Wilfrid, Bishop of York, are passed over by Bede in discreet silence. In Wilfrid’s Life Iurminburgh’s rivalry with Wilfrid, her jealousy at his power and influence reaches a peak when she steals his reliquary and wears it ‘as an ornament both in her chamber at home and when riding abroad in her chariot’.2 The tale, despite its exemplary ending (the return of the reliquary and ultimate conversion of Iurmingburgh to holy living), still has about it an air of verisimilitude. It reveals tensions of a kind made familiar in Francia where aristocratic women, as portrayed by the historian bishop Gregory of Tours (c.540–94), alternately love and hate their episcopal leaders. But unlike Gregory, Bede is more concerned to make than to break reputations; tale-telling is not a part of his agenda. To be sure, the wife of Redwald, king of East Anglia, gets sharply rebuked for encouraging her husband’s polytheism – after his conversion to Christianity she insists that he continues to venerate his heathen gods – but aside from the recognition here of queenly influence over cultic practice, this same woman is represented by Bede as the epitome of virtuous barbarian values. Redwald, about to betray Edwin, whom as an exile he has harboured, is dissuaded from doing so only by her argument that this would be a shocking sacrifice of honour.


Bede’s tales of the influence of Redwald’s wife would seem to underscore that the behaviour of her – to Bede – more laudable Christian counterparts was no new departure. Queen Aethelburh on her arrival in Northumbria as bride to Edwin must have been responsible, like Redwald’s wife, for a two-altar system as she worshipped her Christian god while Edwin clung to his paganism (there was indeed much to be said in the early days for hedging bets since the efficacy of the Christian god had yet to be proved). Later, in a situation comparable to that in which Redwald, his wife and Edwin figured, it would be Queen Eanflaed who would persuade her husband King Oswui to make reparation for dishonourable behaviour in the shameful murder of his co-king Oswine. It is in the light of such models that we must view not just the absence of scandal in Bede’s work but also the presence of quite so many holy women. For we have to consider not only the parts played by wives, whether ‘believing’ or ‘unbelieving’, but also the very active role given to the figure of the abbess.


Bede’s exemplary abbess is Hilda of Whitby, great-niece to King Edwin of Northumbria, and mother to all who knew her, ‘blessed not only to herself but to the many who desired to live uprightly’ (EH IV, 23). Her father had been poisoned by a British king and it is likely that Hilda was subsequently brought up at Edwin’s court; she was certainly there on the occasion of Edwin’s conversion to Christianity when she too was baptised, probably aged about thirteen. In Bede’s Ecclesiastical History, we hear of her next in her early thirties in East Anglia on the point of departure for Francia to join her sister at the monastery of Chelles, a house favoured by Anglo-Saxon aristocratic women since they had as yet no such institutions in their homelands. The probability is that Hilda was by now a young widow; all that is certain is that before she could set out for Chelles a summons came to her from the Northumbrian bishop and missionary, Aidan, asking her to return home and giving her land where she could follow the monastic life.


The monastic life in Anglo-Saxon England, as led by both men and women, has recently been the subject of much research and discussion. It has become increasingly clear that monasteries were founded not as retreats from the world but as a means of both Christianising and ruling it. The glories of their buildings proclaimed the might of their founders and the majesty of their new God. Bede’s own monastery of Jarrow was built with all the most up-to-date splendour; a double monastery such as Abbess Bugga founded in Wessex was renowned for the glories of the church, glistening with its ‘many ornaments’: ‘a golden cloth with … twisted threads’ over the altar; ‘a golden chalice covered with jewels’; a Cross made of ‘burnished gold, adorned … with silver and jewels’.3 Such magnificence was part and parcel of a monastery’s function; it had to act as beacon of both royal and divine power. It needed to look the part. Not for nothing did Bede claim that the original name for Whitby, Streanaeshealh, meant ‘bay of the light-house’ (EH III, 25).


Anglo-Saxon monasteries, such as Whitby, were frequently ‘double houses’, that is, they were communities founded for men and women under the command of an abbess rather than an abbot. Bede mentions nine such houses, but the recent estimate by Roberta Gilchrist suggests that throughout the country there may well have been as many as fifty. In every known case the first abbess was of royal birth. Her duties were not only to pray for the salvation of her kin but also to organise her house so as to provide a spiritual and administrative centre for the surrounding countryside. In the aftermath of the conversion the pastoral responsibilities that would later be assumed by parish churches under diocesan control seem to have been regularly exercised in this way. Whitby itself established a number of dependent communities throughout Northumbria in order to fulfil these pastoral obligations. As late as the eleventh century, as Alan Thacker has shown, evidence of this early activity at Whitby can still be found. Despite Viking attacks on the monastery, Whitby remained the centre of a valuable estate, retaining the ownership of around forty ruined oratories.4


Whitby’s first abbess was Hilda. Within a year of her return to Northumbria Aidan had appointed her abbess of Hartlepool, a foundation renowned as the work of the nun Heiu, a pioneer of whom we know little except that she was ‘said to have been the first woman in the Northumbrian kingdom to take the vows and habit of a nun, having been ordained by Bishop Aidan’ (EH IV, 23). Hilda’s rule at Hartlepool, following Heiu’s retirement to live elsewhere, was characterised by Bede in terms of her friendships with men, relationships of the kind which later generations, bred in a different climate, would do their best to foreswear. Hilda worked assisted ‘by many learned men’ – ‘for bishop Aidan and other devout men who knew her visited her frequently, instructed her assiduously, and loved her heartily for her innate wisdom and her devotion to the service of God’. In 657 she was entrusted with Whitby where ‘not only ordinary people but also kings and princes sometimes sought and received her counsel when in difficulties’ (EH IV, 23).


To students of Anglo-Saxon history and its literature, Whitby has become famous for two reasons: it was the scene of the great synod of 664 where the vexed question as to the correct method of calculating the date of Easter was at last settled and it was where the cowherd Caedmon, inspired by God and encouraged by Hilda, composed the first Anglo-Saxon poem, his much-famed verses ‘in praise of God the Creator’ EH IV, 24). There is no need either to unravel the intricacies of the Easter controversy, or to delve into recent analyses of the mythology behind the Caedmon story, to understand how Hilda is placed in these two stories in a pivotal role. It is a role derived not only from the nobility of Hilda’s birth but also from the status of Whitby, under Hilda, as educational centre and seminary. ‘She compelled those under her direction’, so Bede tells us,


to devote so much time to the study of Holy Scriptures and so much time to the performance of good works, that there might be no difficulty in finding many there who were fitted for holy orders, that is, for the service of the altar. We have in fact seen five from this monastery who afterwards became bishops, all of them men of singular merit and holiness; their names are Bosa, Aetla, Oftfor, John and Wilfrid. (EH IV, 23)


Bosa, Aetla, Oftfor, John and Wilfrid: these were monks of Whitby with great futures, but their origins, unlike that of their abbess, may have been of the humblest. It is worth remembering that in the age of the conversion there seems to have been something of a shortage not so much of person-power, but precisely of man-power. Despite the evident enthusiasm for monasticism on the part of a number of aristocratic young men – Benedict Biscop, the founder of Bede’s own monastery at Jarrow, being the most obvious example – there still seems to have been a dearth of clergy in seventh-century England, a situation which Bishop Aidan attempted to remedy by buying up slaves so that they could be trained for the priesthood, just as, some decades later, manumitted slaves would be sent to join the mission in Germany. We also need to remember that England’s best-known heroes of the conversion, St Cuthbert, Bishop and hermit of Lindisfarne, and Bede, were themselves both men of no fixed social identity. Nothing at all is known about Bede’s parents and there is uncertainty about Cuthbert’s. One of the reasons for the comparatively early success of the Rule of Benedict (c.540) in England may have been because it was a rule so well suited to native circumstances, directed, as Henry Mayr-Harting has shown, towards the ‘systematic obliteration of all class distinctions within the monastery, and of all signs of the monks’ previous standing in the world. Basic and repeated is the insistence that there should be no respect of persons.’5 Slave-born and free-born must be taught to live together. It was evidently a lesson well-suited to English monasteries where manumitted slaves might find themselves living side by side with nobility. None the less, it would be unrealistic not to suppose that there was much to be said for entrusting authority to an aristocratic abbess who, by virtue of her birth, would have had the authority to exercise command over the men in her care, to persuade them, as Hilda did, to hold their property in common and to live together ‘in peace and charity’ (EH IV, 23).


Such men not only had to learn to live as a community; they were also, as we have seen from Bede’s description of Whitby, expected to take to scholarship. Though this may have appealed to some – men such as Aldhelm of Malmesbury who could even find tackling fractions an exciting challenge – it still went against the (male) barbarian grain. As Patrick Wormald has pointed out, barbarian suspicion of the effects of learning was tenacious and of long standing; hence Procopius’s tale of the outcome of the attempts of Amalasuntha, daughter of Theodoric the Ostrogoth, to organise a Roman-style education for her son. The Goths would have none of it: ‘letters’, they said, ‘are far removed from manliness … the man who is to show daring and be great in renown ought to be free from the timidity which teachers inspire and take his training in arms’.6 It is interesting to compare this Gothic reaction with the experience of nineteenth-century missionaries in Africa who found that groups of boys would rush into the schoolroom, ‘proudly gaze at the alphabet board and with an air of disdain mimic the names of letters pronounced by the schoolmaster and repeated by the girls, as if it were a thing only fit for females’.7 Certainly, in Anglo-Saxon England it seems to have been the women who took to the bookish life with particular enthusiasm, seeing themselves perhaps as the successors of the holy women who had sat at the feet of St Jerome.


Excavations at the monastery of Whitby and at the newly discovered sites of Flixborough in Humberside and Brandon in Suffolk, both of which were almost certainly double monasteries, have uncovered plentiful evidence of busy scriptoria where nuns would have copied manuscripts. We do not know of any women authors, as opposed to scribes, in these communities although the possibility that the Life of Pope Gregory, the earliest native hagiography, was composed at Whitby by a woman rather than by a man is at last being seriously entertained. But while the questioning of the gender of the authors of anonymous works is an exercise both salutary and necessary, it is not on such tendentious grounds that the claim for the importance of the contribution of women’s literacy to the progress of the conversion needs to rest.


At this point we must move south to Wessex, where at Wimborne in the early eighth century – at about the time that Bede was at work in Jarrow on the Ecclesiastical History – a devout couple were at last blessed with a longed-for child, Leoba. In thanksgiving Leoba is dedicated to God, a dedication which in the terms of her Life (written within some sixty years of her death) is seen to entail learning. (It is not without interest that it was Leoba’s mother’s nurse who, having foretold Leoba’s birth by interpreting a dream, insists on this course of action.) As soon as she was old enough Leoba was sent to join the monastic community of Wimborne ‘to be taught the sacred sciences.’ At Wimborne,


the girl grew up and was taught with such care by the abbess and all the nuns that she had no interests other than the monastery and the pursuit of sacred knowledge. She took no pleasure in aimless jests and wasted no time on girlish romances, but, fired by the love of God, fixed her mind always on reading or hearing the word of God. Whatever she heard or read she committed to memory and put all that she had learnt into practice.8


For Leoba, then, word and deed are inseparable. One night she has a dream; as if she were herself one of those thread-boxes found in women’s graves, she finds herself pulling out of her mouth a stream of purple thread which, as it fills her hands, she proceeds to wind – with some desperation since the thread is endless – into a ball. As at the time of her conception, an old woman is called upon to interpret the dream, ‘an aged nun … known to possess the spirit of prophecy’. The interpretation was allegorical. The nun tells the disciple whom Leoba sends to her:


These things were revealed to a person whose holiness and wisdom make her a worthy recipient [i.e. Leoba] because by her teaching and good example she will confer benefits on many people. The thread which came from her bowels and issued from her mouth signifies the wise counsels that she will speak from the heart. The fact that it filled her hand means she will carry out in her actions whatever she expresses in her words … By these signs God shows that your mistress will profit many by her words and example, and the effect of them will be felt in other lands afar off whither she will go.9


‘Other lands’ turn out to be Germany where Leoba is summoned to join the mission of her kinsman St Boniface, at his insistence, and for many of the same reasons, one may suppose, that had made the help of Hilda seem desirable to Aidan. Boniface, monk and bishop, as was Aidan, had set himself the task of converting the pagans of Germany, hoping to include the ‘old Saxons’ who were of ‘the same blood and bone’ as the Saxons of England.10 High on the list of obstacles which Boniface encountered were shortage of helpers and shortage of books and although women could not of course become priests, they could still do much to remedy both defects. Hence the appeal of Boniface to his kinswoman, Leoba: ‘when she came, the man of God received her with the deepest reverence, holding her in great affection, not so much because she was related to him on his mother’s side as because he knew that by her holiness and wisdom she would confer many benefits by her word and example.’11


Boniface appointed Leoba abbess of Bischofsheim in Mainz where she became ‘one of the lynch-pins of his mission’,12 renowned for her teaching, for her ‘zeal for reading’, for her knowledge not only of scripture but also of ‘the writings of the Church Fathers, the decrees of the Councils and the whole of ecclesiastical law’.13 She is described as a woman ‘so extremely learned’ that even when seemingly asleep she would know if the nun whose duty it was to read scripture to her had skipped over a single word or syllable. Her disciples became abbesses, as Hilda’s followers had become bishops, and, like Hilda, she is said to be a fount of wisdom for all in authority: ‘the princes loved her, the nobles received her, the bishops welcomed her with joy. And because of her wide knowledge of the Scriptures and her prudence in counsel they often discussed spiritual matters and ecclesiastical discipline with her.’14


Despite hints of homesickness Leoba’s commitment to Boniface and his mission was such that she stayed in Germany for the rest of her life, long after Boniface himself had met martyrdom at the hands of the Frisians. On what proved to be his last journey he is said to have given Leoba his cowl and to have commended her to the monks of Fulda, telling them that she was to share his tomb ‘so that they who had served God during their lifetime with equal sincerity and zeal should await together the day of resurrection’.15 This was not, in the event, a wish that was respected; despite the impeccable precedent from the Dialogues of Gregory the Great for a joint tomb for St Benedict and his sister, the monks of Fulda seem to have felt that they had made enough concessions to Leoba in her lifetime in allowing her – alone among women – entry into their monastery to pray.


The note of misogyny which creeps in at the end of Leoba’s Life, with the refusal of the monks to respect Boniface’s wishes concerning Leoba’s burial and their insistence on the rigorous and exceptional conditions that surrounded her visits to their monastery, should not mislead us into assuming this to have been always an issue. Especially close though the relationship between Leoba and Boniface undoubtedly was, it was not as unusual as Leoba’s Life implies. As we know from Otloh’s Life of Boniface, Leoba was in fact only one of the select group who joined Boniface’s team – and not even, initially at least, its most prominent member; Otloh’s narrative lists ‘truly religious women, namely the maternal aunt of St Lull named Cynehild, and her daughter Berhtgyth, Cynethryth and Tecla, Leoba and Waldburg, the sister of Willibald and Wynnebald. But Cynehild and her daughter Berthgyth, very learned in the liberal arts, were appointed as teachers in the region of Thuringia.’ Moreover, the rich collection of letters exchanged between Boniface, his friends and his disciples (generally known as the ‘Boniface correspondence’ even though its scope is wider than that) bears vivid testimony, in the words of Christine Fell, to the ‘friendly co-operation between men and women in religious communities’;16 testimony, moreover, that such co-operation was reckoned to be not something special, but rather the order of the day.


The men and women of the ‘Boniface correspondence’ are bound together not only by a mutual aim – the furtherance of Christianity – nor, though this was the case for a number of them, by their shared experience of life in exile from England, but equally by their common literacy and intellectual pursuits, their delight in ‘the liberal arts’. They wrote to each other as much to display new-found skills as to invite criticism. The one surviving letter from Leoba to Boniface dates from her Wimborne days; it is a letter requesting not only Boniface’s prayers but also his help with her verse composition, her teacher up to now having been her mistress Eadburga. From the sample of verse Leoba adds to her letter, it is evident that Eadburga had taught her pupil from Aldhelm of Malmesbury’s treatise on the writing of Latin verse, the standard work to which both men and women of any intellectual pretension had recourse. But to infer from this letter that it was customary for women to submit their work to men for criticism, and not vice versa, would be wide of the mark. Abbess Cyniburg, for example (abbess possibly of Inkberrow in Worcestershire), received a plea from the missionaries Lull, Denehard and Burghard to correct the rusticitas of their letter to her; conventional politeness this may have been, but there is more to it than that. As Fell has pointed out, the whole letter is written with ‘love and deference’,17 in a tone that suggests a relationship comparable to that we may suppose to have existed between Hilda and those of her pupils who went on to become bishops.


Elegant composition was one thing; quite another was the problem of how to provide missionaries and seminaries with the necessary books. This was a task to which women contributed their fair share. The monastery of Chelles, for which Hilda, according to Bede, had once been destined and where her sister was a nun, was a notable source, ‘many volumes of books’ being disseminated by its abbess Bertila (c.660–710). Bertila had been appointed abbess by the founder of the monastery, the Frankish Queen Balthild, herself of Anglo-Saxon birth, and she maintained, according to her Life, a number of links with England:


Faithful kings from the parts of Saxondom across the seas [i.e. England] would ask her through trusty messengers to send them some of her followers for teaching or sacred instruction (which they had heard that she possessed to a marvellous degree), or even those who might establish monasteries of men and women in that region. For the good of their souls, she did not refuse this religious request; rather, with the counsel of the elders and the encouragement of the brothers did she send, with a thankful heart, chosen women and very devout men thither with great diligence, with both saints’ relics and many volumes of books, so that through her the yield of souls increased even in that people and, by the grace of God, was multiplied.18


In England, Leoba’s teacher Eadburga was among those upon whom Boniface relied for his texts: he thanks her for ‘the useful gifts of books and vestments’ which she has already sent and asks her to continue ‘the good work’ she has begun of copying out for him in letters of gold the Epistles of St Peter.19 And he sends her the gold to do the job. It is Boniface’s hope that such a glorious edition will help to inspire the pagans to whom he is preaching the holy scripture with reverence and love but from an earlier letter to Eadburga it is clear that her ‘gifts of spiritual books’ brought to Boniface himself ‘consolation’ in his ‘exile in Germany’, ‘for no man can shed light on these gloomy lurking places of the German people and take heed of the snares that beset his path unless he have the Word of God as a lamp to guide his feet and a light to shine the way’.20


Eadburga’s deeds will henceforth, like the words of St Peter, ‘shine in gold’ to the glory of God;21 yet however laudatory is the praise lavished on her intellectual efforts, or indeed on those of her pupil Leoba or of Hilda, it must still pale in comparison with that heaped upon the nuns of Barking in Essex by Aldhelm of Malmesbury in the time of their abbess Hildelith.


To call the nuns of Barking ‘bluestockings’ would be something of a bad joke, chastised as they were by Aldhelm for the variegated colours they chose to wear. Such strictures apart, Aldhelm’s treatise On Virginity, written at the request of the community, is fulsome in its acclamation of the nuns’ virtue and learning; at the same time it provides us with the fullest account we have of the curriculum which a double monastery might follow.


Aldhelm’s nuns are as industrious as ‘the highly ingenious bee … roaming widely through the flowering fields of scripture.’ They ‘energetically plumb’ the prophets of the Old Testament; ‘scrutinise with careful application’ the precepts of Mosaic law; ‘explore wisely’ the fourfold interpretation of the Gospels; ‘rummage through old stories of the historians and the entries of chroniclers’ before they move on to ‘sagacious inquiry’ into the ‘rules of the grammarians and the teaching of experts on spelling and the rules of metrics.’22 They consult patristic commentaries, and have at hand works such as Gregory the Great’s Moralia in Job and Cassian’s Collationes Patrum. If Aldhelm is to be believed they learn their lessons well; ‘the mellifluous studies of the Holy Scriptures’ are ‘made manifest in the extremely subtle sequence of [Abbess Hildelith’s] discourse’; her nuns write ‘with a rich verbal eloquence’ that elicits Aldhelm’s admiration.23


Of course, Aldhelm’s treatise is not, fundamentally, about scholarship or learning; it is about virginity, that ‘special attribute’ … ‘believed to be next kin to angelic beatitude’. But as has often been pointed out, there is something of a problem here for Aldhelm. Many of the nuns for whom he is writing were not virgins; they were just as likely to be widows or ‘retired’ wives. Among those to whom On Virginity is dedicated is a certain Cuthburg, generally thought to be a sister of King Ine of Wessex, who in mid-career separated from her husband Aldfrith, king of Northumbria, to join the community at Barking before going on to found one at Wimborne. This scenario was envisaged and provided for by ecclesiastical legislation, but there was still the possibility in such a community that ‘ex-wives’ might be disparaged by ‘true virgins’. Aldhelm’s response to this situation is to take over and then adapt the traditional tripartite division of the female life-cycle: virginity, widowhood and marriage. The hierarchy now includes the state of ‘chastity’, reserved for the once married who have chosen to move on to the higher form of life which a monastery is known to offer. And in any case, explains Aldhelm, virginity is not to be defined literally: ‘pure virginity is preserved only in the fortress of the free mind rather than being contained in the restricted confines of the flesh.’24


The implications of Aldhelm’s treatise are of more than local interest. The amour propre of the nuns of Barking was not all that was at stake. The special status a nun enjoyed as the bride of Christ was not just a matter of personal pride and concern; the relationship had implications for the nun’s earthly family quite as much as for her heavenly future. The holiness of such women redounded to the honour of their male kin and the lineage they shared. Kingdoms acquired through bloodshed and treachery could be redeemed by the prayer of virgins. For fathers and brothers, a daughter or sister in a convent was not a woman ‘disposed of’ but a woman put to work to add sanctity and legitimacy to newly, often nefariously, acquired lordships. For royal women it was thus a privilege and a duty to consecrate themselves to the new God; it was a way both of signalling this allegiance and of ensuring his support.


No early Anglo-Saxon kingdom of any standing could afford to be lacking in royal women saints. The East Anglian record is particularly impressive. Four daughters of King Anna came to be thus venerated: Aethelthryth, Aethelburh, Sexburga (widow of the king of Kent) and Withburga. However, it is Aethelthryth of whom we know the most since it was she who attracted the attention of Bede. Twice married, once to Tondberht of the South Gyrwe and for twelve years to King Ecgfrith of Northumbria, throughout both matches Aethelthryth kept her virginity intact. Her long-held wish was at last granted, so Bede tells us, when Ecgfrith gave her permission to leave him and become a nun; within a year of taking the veil she returned to her native kingdom where she founded and took charge of the monastery of Ely (possibly the first double monastery in eastern England between the Thames and the Humber). There she lived with perfect humility and in great austerity, never wearing linen and strictly rationing her hot baths, until her death seven years later.


After a further sixteen years the new abbess (who was in fact her sister) decided to transport Aethelthryth’s bones to a place of honour. The old coffin was opened; Aethelthryth was found to be not only incorrupt but even miraculously healed of a gaping wound she had had when buried. In honour of this ‘queen and bride of Christ’ (EH IV, 20) Bede exceptionally breaks into verse; Aethelthryth is placed in the company of the virgin martyrs and fitted with a harp to accompany songs to her heavenly bridegroom. The clothes in which her body had been clad have assumed curative powers.


The twentieth-century reader is likely to find Aethelthryth’s story implausible or incomprehensible, or both. (S)he is likely to feel a much greater affinity with the scholarly (possible widowed) Hilda about whose personal habits we know nothing but whose work bears practical fruit even to the extent that the harp in her story is put into the hands of the cowherd Caedmon as an instrument for missionary teaching rather than for heavenly twanging. And yet, despite Bede’s admiration and respect for Hilda and the assurance he gives us that on her death she was taken straight to heaven, he does not mention her cult or any associated relics or cures. Hilda is loved and remembered in the Ecclesiastical History as a ‘mother of all’, a figure who inspires affection but whom no quasilegendary character attaches. The power of the virginal Aethelthryth, on the other hand, is such that even after the Norman Conquest four hundred years later hers is still a name to conjure with.
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