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ABSTRACT

This thesis examines the historia works of Bede in the light of the influence of
genre and rhetoric on the construction of their narratives. To do this it reflects
upon the importance of understanding and differentiating between Bede’s
immediate monastic audience and the wider Anglo-Saxon one. It also proposes
that the motivation behind Bede’s writing was multifaceted and included monastic

competition as well as a desire to present Late Antique and Patristic models in a

manner readily accessible to his Northumbrian compatriots.

To show the extent of influence of genre boundaries and rhetorical devices this
thesis examines his well known historia texts, such as the Historia Ecclesiastica,
as well as those which have received relatively less attention from historians,

particularly the Historia Abbatum, the Chronica Maiora and the Martyrologium.

The thesis also illustrates the extent of the use of rhetorical devices and textual
constructions through the discussion of two case studies. The first looks at
Bede’s Northumbrian Saintly Kings; the second, at his Northumbrian Holy
Women. The case studies indicate that historical accuracy was of secondary
importance to Bede. Rather, they suggest that the dissemination of Christian

convention (at the expense of historical accuracy) within an apparently Anglo-

Saxon historical framework was Bede’s primary aim.
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A Study in Bede’s Historiae: Introduction

A decade ago Walter Goffart’s writing on Bede as a narrator of Barbarian history
forced historians to reconsider their understanding of Bede’s historiae.'! The
comfort with which one might have read Bede’s historiographical writings as
those of a consummate and fastidious, if at times quaint, Anglo-Saxon historian
was effectively stripped away. Goffart left us with evidence of a hidden agenda
and a distinctly uncomfortable feeling that Bede was more of a historical
manipulator than we wished to see. Subsequent attempts have been made to
challenge parts of Goffart’s hypothesis, but the overall assumption of inocence
with which we may have approached and appreciated Bede’s works has been all
but lost.” The important contributions of James Campbell, Henry Mayr-Harting
and Patrick Wormald are products of a learning environment quite different to the
post-modern, sceptical University of the 1990’s in which Goftart’s thesis seems

incredibly plausible.

If 1988 brought a fundamental reconsideration of Bede which effectively
transformed the way that subsequent generations would read his historiae, then
the year 1981 marked an equally important transformation in the study of the cult
of saints. In this year the publication of Peter Brown’s seminal interpretative
work moved this critical source of understanding for Late Antique and Medieval
society out of the relative obscurity it had been consigned to within the discipline
of history.” This obscurity was perhaps all the more astonishing when one
considers the corpus of contemporary material that was available for

historiographical scrutiny. Nevertheless, following the damning judgements of



authors such as the Bollandist, Hippolyte Delehaye, at the turn of this century it
had become acceptable to assume that nothing of real value to the historian was
to be foﬁnd in hagiographical texts.* Now, in large part thanks to Peter Brown,
this neglect has been abandoned and since the 1980s publications on this subject
have proliferated. Essentially what was once thought of as no more than evidence
for the rather credulous state of the medieval populace i1s now embraced as a

credible, if read correctly, source of social, cultural, economic and political

history.

These two transformations have certainly influenced the approaches of academics
re-examining Bede’s writing. Thus Walter Goffart’s revision of the motives
behind the production of the Historia Ecclesiastica in particular has forcefully
entered the historiographical arena, coﬁlpelling observers to reconsider their
images of Bede as somehow detached from the politics of his day. (Although it is
debatable whether we ever really saw Bede as an out-of-touch academic!)’
Moreover, historians such as Alan Thacker, David Rollason, Susan Ridyard,
Walter Goffart, David Kirby, and Stephanie Hollis have all made contributions

and stimulated academic debate concerning Bede’s images of saints and their cults

v . . . 6
in his historiae texts.

Nonetheless, even allowing for these revisions it 1s possible to see that within

current approaches to Bede there is a seeming polarization in the historiography

" s -,
- _‘ -

between those such as Campbell, Wormzild; and Thacker, who look to the role of
Bede’s life as a monk surrounded by sources, and those such as Goffart, Kirby

and Ian Wood who prefer to see Bede predominantly as a skilful political



rhetorician. This thesis aims to show that within the two polarized groups of
secondary sources there 1s a fundamental underestimation of the extent to which
Bede’s narratives were constructed within generic boundaries and rhetorical limits
dependent on non-contemporary pre-existing frameworks and that such a method
of composition may well have dramatically effected the ‘historicity’ of his
portrayals. For example, the writings of the first group have done much to
enhance our understanding of which Late Antique authors influenced Bede, but
they have often not fully admitted the consequences of this debt in terms of
historical reality. Thus, on the one hand, they note the textual influences on Bede,
whilst on the other they still choose to focus on offering a more accurate
description of events. This apparent paradox has perhaps occurred because the
focus has been on attempting to get literal historical information out of texts
which were constructed within the conventions of genre and rhetoric. This thesis
endeavours to redress this imbalance and show that not only was Bede consistent
in his method of the construction of narratives by drawing on authoritative non-
contemporary predecessors (both directly and indirectly), but that the transmission

of uniform conventions was actually a primary role of historiae.

The second group of studies within the polarization, apparently almost opposite
and somewhat excluding of the first, stress the political motivation behind and

political information within Bede’s historical texts.’

Their approach, therefore,
has been far less source comparison based. However, in doing this they too fail to

examine the full extent of the impact of Bede’s monastic training in terms of

generic linking and rhetorical procedures. Nonetheless, Professor Goffart’s



confidence concerning the historiography surrounding Bede has led him to

conclude that Bede ‘is just about mined out’.’

Essentially, this thesis seeks to prove that there is still much ground to be covered
in our understanding of Bede’s historiae in terms of the context in which they
were produced, his agenda and his portrayal of saints. Indeed, it proposes that for
Bede historia was a rhetorical exposition governed by rules of construction which
differed hugely from modern understandings of history and was aimed at
persuading individuals to imitate certain actions perceived as of worth. In this,
historia perhaps responds to Gregory’s exhortation that ‘we ought to transform
what we read into our very selves’ by providing Bede’s audience with something
to read that contextualized non-contemporary accounts in a contemporary,
chronological framework.” It will be shown that experience of the Anglo-Saxon
past was described by applying conventional images from Late Antique and
Biblical texts, using rhetorical devices to build a narrative which exhibited actions
worthy of imitation. Within this narrative there is also evidence for contemporary
monastic rivalry (that shows Bede to be far from isolated) that extended further
than just the abasement of Wilfrid and his confederation as focussed on by Goffart
and that this, whilst important politically, was secondary to the major aim of
historia. Moreover, in using the same techniques of information manipulation
even the issue of intermonastic competition needs to be viewed with an

acknowledgement of the highly constructed textual environment in which it is

found.



Without identifying the textual authorities upon which Bede depended in his
composition of historia, the historian is always faced with making assumptions
about passages within his texts which in the end may reveal nothing more than the
smooth integration of textual allusion. In a sense this thesis will be proposing that
the application of authoritative sources in the construction of historia did indeed
distance Bede from the world of his immediate experience, but that they also
allowed him to ‘read’ that immediate experience in a manner similar to those early
Church fathers he so respected. '° The implications of this for historicity are, of

course, obvious.

From the outset, however, it needs to be acknowledged that this is not the first
time rhetorical understandings have been applied to Bede. In a much neglected
piece, Calvin Kendall suggested that Bede’s study of rhetoric, particularly as
outlined in his De schematibus et tropis, drew him to include within his historiae
narrative devices that encouraged allegorical interpretations of some of the
events.'' Despite William McCready’s recent criticism of Kendall’s piece, where
he challenges the notion that Bede expected the Historia Ecclesiastica to be read
allegorically, there is still no getting away from the fact that within the text there
do seem to be hints that Bede used words and structures open to allegorical, if not
typological interpretation.'” The text is divided into five books, comparing
directly with the Pentateuch.”” As Campbell notes, the style of the Historia
Ecclesiastica recalls that of the Gospels.' There also appears to be an inferable
comparison between his description of the building of the Temple in De Templo
and the building of the Anglo-Saxon Church in Book I of the HE."> Moreover,

Judith McClure has indicated the importance of the Old Testament in Bede’s
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construction of images concerning certain kings.'® Such a choice of relevant

biblical texts would certainly leave the constructed narrative open to the same

allegorical interpretation applied to the original passages.

It 1s also important to take into account Bede’s uses of numerology. Whilst
Bede’s knowledge in this area was established by Plummer, historians have
avolded examining whether or not some of the dates Bede uses are not merely
numbers with a more important meaning than just the literal; doubtless because of
the highly subjective nature of doing so.'” An illustration of this could be found in
Bede’s narration of Hilda’s entry into Whitby at the age of 33."® There has been
some discussion about whether or not this suggests she was a widow, for at 33

19

she was certainly old enough to be one.”” However, what if the age of 33 was

placed in the text as no more than an offering of an allegorical sign: 33
representing the year of Christ’s death and possibly used to signify Hilda’s entry
into a life ‘with Christ’ rather than making any literal statement about her age. It
could of course be a typological sign.”” Thus Bede would have chosen to include
it in the narrative because he knew it to be a literal truth, with the potential for an
interpretation other than the obvious literal one. Mayr-Harting has also
suggested that Bede omitted Wulthere from his list of the over-kings not only

because of Northumbrian chauvinism, but because he wanted to use a number of

- . 21
allegorical significance.

Moreover, a recognition of the impact of this approach on the Scriptural exegesis
of Bede means that it 1s difficult to rule out the question of whether it significantly

influenced his history writings. Julia Smith has certainly intimated that such a



method was employed by the Carolingian hagiographer, Hucbald of St. Amand.
She argues persuasively that Hucbald had transferred this technique of argument
common to theological controversy to hagiography.”” Surely, given Bede’s own
emphasis on his exegetical texts it 1s not impossible to suggest that he preceded
Hucbald in this approach. If this can be proven, of course, it has implications for

the historical accuracy of his works.

Furthermore, i De Doctrina Christiana, a text known to have been used by
Bede, Augustine made it clear that being restricted to a literal reading of a sacred
text was a form of c:aptivity;23 that choosing a discourse which did not allow for
the interpretation of signs but focussed instead on them as things was ‘a miserable
servitude of the mind’.”* This statement , however, does supply the observer with
a potential caveat concerning the assuniption that Bede intended alternative
interpretations to be applied to his historiae. The Historia Ecclesiastica, for
example, was not a sacred text and in his own Biblical commentary, De Templo,
Bede noted that allegorical readings should be restricted to Scripture.” Arguably
within the Historia Ecclesiastica, at least, Bede contradicted his own strictures
and composed a text which he did intend to be subjected to allegorical

interpretations. The signs in the text certainly suggest this.

Also of importance in terms of textual accuracy, arguably writing and interpreting
allegorically allowed for an easy coexistence within a text of apparent asceticism
and rampant materialism. Objects which the modern audience might essentially

focus on as being indicative of a secular society could casily be accommodated

within a text by disassociating the materials from their literal truth and seeing



them predominantly in terms of something deeper. Mayr-Harting provides an
excellent example of this in his description of Gregory the Great’s letter to
bishop, Natalis of Salona. Here Gregory is seen reprimanding the bishop for his
feasting (which the bishop justified by quoting literally from the Bible!). Gregory
responded to this by explamning that things done in history had an allegorical
significance.”® In short, that seemingly literal events occurred for allegorical
reasons, not merely as literal events to be taken and used in justification for all
types of behaviour. By changing the emphasis of an event or an object from
literal to allegorical the religious author could thereby manage a potential tension
in a historical text - between religious and secular values - making it r'elevant to
both a monastic and aristocratic audience. Moreover, by the time Bede was
writing, it was a disassociation not only generally accepted within monastic

communities in Anglo-Saxon England, but also sanctioned by the authority of

Augustine and Gregory the Great. >’

However, this thesis does not seek to repeat the work of Kendall, rather it seeks
to examine a different aspect of the application of rhetoric and genre, arguing that
Bede’s use of pre-existing written textual models to create images of Anglo-
Saxon saints was less centred on allegory, as on a form of inventio, designed not
just to prove his point but to also bring authority to the narrative.”® To do this he
not only placed an emphasis on generically identifying certain texts as historia, he
also applied certain techniques of rhetoric which Diana Greenway has usefully
identified (albeit for a twelfth century text) as authority (that which is directly

copied from earlier authors), convention (that which is written to a literary



formula) and observation (eye-witness accounts themselves limited and controlled

by rhetorical conventions).*’

This thesis will argue that by utilizing such tools of composition Bede created
within the Historia Ecclesiastica a text which he did not expect to be received as
primarily literally historically true by all members of his potential audience, but
was intended to be a vehicle exhibiting the conformity of the history of the Anglo-
Saxon Church by textually linking it to an earlier Christian period. In general then
when beginning to analyse the Historiae texts the researcher needs to take into
consideration the fact that monastic and rhetorical priorities may have been placed
before the priorities of historical accuracy.”® Thus, it can be argued that the
history texts written by Bede (possibly excluding the Chronicles) were written .to
be read at many levels. A text could be read literally, allegorically (as a tool to
reveal God), as a framework in which to interpret life and as a resource of
behavioural modification showing the reader how one could be closer to sanctity

and, therefore, God.

The texts upon which this thesis is centred are the Historia Ecclesiastica,
Historia Abbatum, Historiae Sanctorum, Chronica Minora, Chronica Maiora
and Martyrologia.”®  Through this choice, it aims to broaden the balance of
historiographical analysis which on the whole has centred on the Historia
Ecclesiastica and the Lives of St. Cuthbert. Bede’s Chronicles have been a much
under-utilized resource, only recently receiving an incomplete translation for the
more general perusal of students and mentioned only briefly (if at all) in secondary

2

sources examining Bede’s approach to history.”® The same can be said of the
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Martyrology which still remains unedited.” Even the Historia Abbatum, though

edited by Plummer and now available in many translations, does not appear to

have received much attention from Anglo-Saxon historians.”

The methodology of this thesis is essentially a comparative study of Bede’s texts
with generically similar writings from Patristic, Anglo-Saxon, Irish and
Merovingian authors. The study is directed primarily at texts that are earlier or
contemporary to those of Bede in an attempt to place Bede firmly within the
discourse context of his own period. Other historians such as Ridyard have tried
to build their arguments by placing Bede’s Historia Ecclesiastica (notably
excluding any discussion of the Chronicles and the Martyrology) in the context of
later Anglo-Saxon hagiographical texts. Whilst this undoubtedly may indicate the
insular chronological developments within Anglo-Saxon understandings of the
cult of saints it does not necessarily give us an accurate reproduction of Bede’s
concepts. Basically this thesis attempts to stress that such an approach can
mislead the historian, who may have a tendency to view Bede’s texts through
hindsight informed by later, non- contemporary Anglo-Saxon authors. Indeed, a

closer comparison of these later sources shows them to have far less in common

with Bede’s writings than with Bede’s predecessors.

The themes of this thesis will be explored, firstly, through those texts that we
believe Bede had access to either within the library at Monkwearmouth-Jarrow or
from other monasteries, and secondly, through those texts which reflect similar
concerns to the ones touched on by Bede but not necessarily known to him, which

place him in the context of the wider discourse of Western Christendom. These
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texts enable us to look at the levels of intertextuality and influence in Bede’s
works. Moreover, it 1s a concern of this thesis to show not only the influence of
particular parts of sources upon Bede’s writings but also the impact of generic
expectations upon the historicity of his historical works. I also attempt to place
Bede’s historiographical works in the context of his other writings, including
exegesis, grammar/rhetoric and his poetry. This approach is being taken in order
to understand more fully how and why he constructed his images of sainthood in

the way that he did and what implications this might have on the historicity of his

texts.

The key areas of discussion 1n this thesis will be an examination of firstly, the
nature of Bede’s audience to stress that the reading and interpretation of his
historiae texts would have been predominantly limited to a select group (chapter
1); secondly, the context in which the cult of saints and the textual material
related to it developed within Northumbria (chapter 2); thirdly, the internal
evidence 1n the text of the Historia Ecclesiastica that suggests Bede was intent in
promoting his own monastery through his writings (chapter 3); fourthly, the role
that genre played in Bede’s development of his historiae texts (chapter 4); fifthly,
how Bede effectively created a new sub-genre within the genre of historia in his
production of the Historia Abbatum (chapter 5); sixthly, how Bede made
mnovations to the genre of historical martyrology whilst still depending upon
Patristic texts as his models (chapter 6); seventhly, Bede’s method of saintly
image construction in the Historia Ecclesiastica, and the impact of inter-textuality
(chapters 7 & 8); finishing with a comment concerning the implications of Bede’s

understanding of history as his methods (chapter 9). In broad terms, the thesis



12
will examine the extent to which generic placing and textual allusion has
impacted on Bede’s historicity. I will be arguing that hidden within his well
chosen words and deliberately constructed narratives were subliminal and overt
signs designed for the trained eye. Moreover, I shall be stating that the monastic
context in which these texts were produced was one of competitiveness and that

the exhibition of learning as well as the manipulation of monastic history was all

part of such intermonastic rivalry.
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Chapter 1:

Understanding Bede’s Audience.

In recent years there has been a concerted move to understand the audiences of
the hagiographical and historiographical literature of the Late Antique and early
medieval period.' In the fifty years previous to this (following Dom Delehaye’s
assertions that the recipients of hagiography, in particular, were the lowest
common denominator of intelligence who depended upon the credulous rather
than the historical reality of an individual) there had been a notable degree of
scepticism concerning the extent to which early medieval Christians understood
the nuances of Church teaching. Interestingly, in relation to Bede there has been
more of an assumption that reception of his historiographical texts, at least of the
Historia Ecclesiastica, extended beyond the literate ecclesiastical community to
that of the king, Ceolwulf.” Nonetheless, it will, throughout this thesis, become
clear that Bede’s methods of construction and the messages he wished to
disseminate required an intensity of reading beyond the merely literal acceptance
of his narrative. This opening chapter aims to examine the recipients of Bede’s
historiographical texts in an attempt to show that on occasion the content of the
text might not have been as important as the artefact in which it was housed and
that, also, whilst the transmission of the stories concerning saints may have been
wide, 1t cannot be taken for granted that the reception of the nuances of Church

teaching mcluded within them extended beyond an elite and increasingly powerful

group of individuals.
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To begin this analysis it 1s worth turning to Peter Brown’s The Cult of Saints. In
it Brown has attempted to break down the division of the two-tiered model which
differentiates between ‘popular’ and ‘intellectual’ belief in the cult of saints. He
has emphasized that many historians have been pessimistic about the capabilities
of the ‘masses’ to understand changes in religion and theology - i.e. their ability to
assimilate new Christian ideas and distinguish them from surviving pagan ones.’
Thus the historiographical approach has been one of a search for continuity
between pagan practices and Christian ones. Against this, Brown asserts that the

modern assumption that popular religion represents a continuous tradition has

4

restricted the historian’s ability to look for change.” Brown has tried to

undermine the idea of a dichotomy between ‘popular’ and ‘intellectual’ religion by
noting that rather than look for continuity, the observer should be looking for
change. To exemplify this he indicates three main areas of importance: firstly
that there is a change in burial practices;” secondly, that there is a change in the
way individuals perceived their relationship with the human and the divine, with

the dead and the living;® and, thirdly, that the reaction of the pagan world to

Christianity was one of religious anger.’

In certain respects these themes are not entirely convincing. For example, in
relation to burial practices Brown notes that frequeﬁtly saints were placed 1n areas
from which the dead had once been excluded. He goes on to indicate that
contemporary Churchmen such as Ambrose and Augustine were aware of the
problem of superstition around graves - for they attempted to restrict among their
Christian congregations certain funerary customs such as feasting at the graves of

the dead.® He continues that the Patristic Fathers may have actually been
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referring to practices, whatever their long term origin, which had been accepted as

authentically Christian in all previous generations.’

At some point, however, a
pagan custom-did become a Christian one - surely this is continuity - change
being a far more gradual aspect of Christian life, developing out of theological

controversies of the third and fourth centuries.'®

It is, after all, the highly
intellectual elite such as Ambrose, Augustine and Jerome who introduce this

change. For example, one of the more renowned stories of Augustine, from his

Confessions, is that of his mother going to offer bread and wine at the shrines of

the saints.'!

Augustine states that when she arrives at one of the shrines she is
prevented by the door-keeper from taking food to the shrine. It 1s perhaps
interesting that it is only when she is further informed that these orders have come
from the holy prelate, Ambrose, that she is happy to agree to the condemnation of
‘her own ancient custom and accept the present prohibition’. The change s, then,
introduced by the clerical elite and the wording of this passage suggests that ,
without their authority, change would have occurred only slowly if at all. This is
not trying to suggest that change failed to occur - merely that it was ushered in by

the intellectual elite rather than the masses. If this is so, surely there is still at least

some dichotomy between ‘popular’ religion and the religion of the intellectuals?

Brown’s second point is concerned with the apparent transformation in the way

individuals perceived their relationship with the human and the Divine, the dead
and the living. He questions the idea that ‘saint reverence’ was merely polytheism
and goes on to indicate that authors such as Paulinus and Sulpicius Severus in the
fourth century express new forms of relationship between the ordinary man and

12

his holy protector, his patron saint.” However, he subsequently notes that the
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cult of the patron saint spread most quickly in ascetic circles.”” Whilst this implies
that it spread elsewhere, the inference is also that the épread was adopted more
slowly by those outside the elite circles. Initially at least the change occurred
amongst only one section of the population for one cannot really comprehend
ascetic circles as the ‘norm’ of the masses. In the context of the changing nature
of the relationship between the human and the divine, Brown has also emphasized
the differences between the ancient cult of heroes and the Christian cult of
martyrs. Nevertheless, he himself notes that it is only a subtle change and, on the
whole, the subtlety of change comes through only from the writings of the
intellectual Patristic Fathers. Although they may have been able to differentiate
between different relationships with the human and the divine, one cannot help

feeling that their highly articulate and erudite theological tracts may have been

inaccessible to the large majority of people.

This point is further emphasized when one examines Brown’s subsequent articles
on the slightly later writings of the bishop Gregory of Tours. Thus when
analysing the topic of reverence of saints in Gregory’s works Brown suggests that
Gregory was not interested in credulity and its closely associated ‘subjective
capacity for religious emotion’, rather Gregory wanted something precise:
reverentia.'* Brown goes on to clarify that indeed such precisely defined
reverentia was not witness to a growth of neo-paganism, rather it was highly
structured and involved a conscious determination “on the part of articulate
Christian leaders”."” Once more then the focus is placed upon the intellectual

clite whilst assuming that their intellectualizing was more widely understood (and

acted on). Essentially although the elite might have avoided vagueness it does not
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necessarilly follow that the general population universally maintained such

specificity.

This is especially pertinent if one considers the issue of access to the documents
in which the concepts were formulated. Brown appears to assume a universality
of access 1n terms of audience reception to the ideas of the Patristic authors and
their Merovingian successors. However, where the texts relating to the cult of
saints are concerned one must take into account the role and extent of Latin
literacy in the adoption of such refined and exact nuances. Who, fundamentally,
were the audience for these works and how widespread was their transmission?
One can perhaps accept that Augustine and his contemporaries did write within an

educated milieu of secular literacy. However, even here their ideas might not
have permeated much further than a fairly limited circle (as 1s suggested by the
example of Augustine’s own mother) who were themselves engaged in clarifying
theological doctrine and therefore had a particular interest in each other’s
comments. Moreover, by the early Merovingian pertod the culture of secular
education had been significantly eroded by the Christian elite who focused their

®  Whilst there is some evidence

literacy skills within a monastic environment .’
from saints’ lives to suggest that basic literacy was taught to the children of lay
aristocracy there is little evidence that this education went beyond practical

literacy for administrative purposes.'’ Is it advisable to conclude, then, that such

functional literacy would enable even this audience to comprehend the finer points

] i-'_J-_“

of theological discourse? Indeed, as Katrien Heene has pointed out, there 1s little
to suggest that even those lay people listening to the readings of the

hagiographical material in the Merovihgian liturgy necessarily understood the
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texts that were being recited.'®  All of this material is hardly suggestive of a

widespread ability to understand the Latin of these texts let alone have enough

literacy skills to receive the sub-texts embedded within them.

On matters of this kind, Brown’s desire to prove a more general understanding of
theological nuances reads like a reaction to the provocative judgements made by
writers such as Delehaye (who concentrated on the feebleness of the popular
mind) rather than a convincing observation of the contemporary documents within
their broader societal environment. Basically perhaps what both Brown and
Delehaye have failed to take into consideration is that different groups and
individuals have different ways of framing, defining, and understanding their
spiritual, religious, ritual experience despite what the dominant discourse might
say. The focus of an intellectual, ‘conscious’, articulate group of celibate men
may determine what we now know about contemporary practice, but this does
not mean that their ideas were necessarily universally accepted or understood by
contemporaries. This in turn need not deny that the populace had a fairly
sophisticated relationship with the supernatural in their interaction with the cult of
saints. The point perhaps i1s that we should be extremely cautious when
generalizing about one group’s perceptions and expertences from another group’s
writings. As historians we are on firmer ground when we try to indicate what the

writings show us about the experiences and perceptions of the authors that

produced them.

In his approach Brown has been somewhat exclusive, trying to present evidence

of a general change in the way individuals perceived their relationship with the
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human and the divine from texts which were designed to negate any continuity
with paganism. However, change and continuity need not necessarily be viewed
- as mutually exclusive. Instead, perhaps, the observer should be aware of the
possibility that ‘popular’ religion (superstitious or not) could and did co-exist with
that of the intellectual elite. This is particularly well shown by two ninth century
sources: firstly, Alcuin’s Vita Richarii, in which Heene has identified two
distinguishable levels of writing, each with their own audience.” And, secondly,
in the Preface of the Life of St. Remi by Hincmar of Rheims. Here Gurevich has
noted that although problematic as a source for the early period, it does give
insight into how the Church itself perceived the difference between the belief of
the populace and the belief of the educated clerics.”® Thus in the preface
Hincmar recommends that when it is read to the people on the feast of St. Remi,
different parts should be used for different audiences. He clarifies this by stating
that he had marked off passages for the populus or simplices and for the

illuminati. In this sense, the distinction against which Brown argued 1s implicit 1n

this early medieval source.

The third point, that the pagan world met Christianity with religious anger 1s
clearer. The death of a martyr certainly lends weight to the argument that rather
than the cult of Saints arising from paganism, it arose out of veneration of the
dead precisely because they refused to compromise with the established Roman

religion.”!

In general, it cannot be denied, however, that the striking similarities
between saints, Gods and pagan heroes (in terms of their respective cults, dates of

festivals and sites of worship) tends to imply at least some continuity. What one

1s witnessing 1s an understanding on the part of those introducing the Christian
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changes that the widespread adoption of new practices is best achieved by the
maintenance of some of the previous traditions. If this is so it still implies that the
. specifics of Christian teachings were held firmly in the hands of an elite group.
Even Augustine implied the variations in the ability to receive and understand

Christian teachings when he stated: “What we teach is one thing, what we tolerate

is another, and what we are obliged to put up with is yet another.”*

In many ways these comments derived from Brown’s analysis are applicable to
Bede. Whilst Bede’s Latin style in the HE 1s undoubtedly a straightforward one,
like his Patristic forefathers, he was an intellectual, articulate and incredibly
precise author. As has been implied by the recent research into Bede, there is
much evidence of the subtle nuances m terms of political awareness, religious
belief and, as this thesis will show, rhetorical convention, that lay hidden within
the apparent simplicity of his language. These nuances arguably required a high
degree of Latin literacy and erudition to perceive them and I would argue that the

inferences we modern historians now make were visible to only a few of Bede’s

audience.

Indeed, despite Campbell’s belief that Bede intended the HE for a fairly wide
readership one must question to what extent this readership extended outwith a
monastic environment.”> To clarify this point it should be noted that I am not
attempting to argue that Anglo-Saxon culture was illiterate; the evidence for
vernacular literacy shows that this was not the case.”* Rather I am attempting to

stress that there was a distinctton between monastic literacy with its focus on

Latin and the mterpretation of texts, ‘hearing literacy’ with its focus on the
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fransmission of narratives to listeners (with no expectation that these listeners
would necessarily be versed in source analysis or rhetorical structures), and more

functional literacy, used for administrative purposes.

To take the last of these groups first, even allowing for the problems of document
_preservation identified by Patrick Geary, the evidence for functional Latin literacy
among the laity in Anglo-Saxon England appears to be far more scarce than for
Merovingian Gaul.” If one takes, for example, the charter material to exemplify
the level of literacy it becomes clear that even in terms of functional reading and
writing the laity are limited. Thus, despite her expressed doubts concerning lay
(and clerical) illiteracy, Susan Kelly notes that Anglo-Saxon charters have an
absence of any outward mark of validation, that the lack of lay literacy was
overcome by focusing on the ceremony around the charter rather than its actual
content, and, that on one genuine charter she does discuss there i1s an explicit
statement of King Wihtred of Kent’s illiteracy.”® Surely this evidence tends to
imply a high degree of Latin illiteracy (as does the translation of the HE into
Anglo-Saxon!) rather more than a general ability to comprehend the hidden

messages embedded within Bede’s historical works.

Furthermore the charters perhaps brings into question the actual audience for
many of the letters addressed to kings, such as Aethelberht, Edwin and Oswiu,
one finds in Bede’s HE. After all, taken at face value, they seem to imply at least
a degree of Latin literacy on the part of their recipients. Yet in the light of the
charter evidence 1t seems more likely that the ceremony around the reception of

the letters may well have been of at least equal if not more importance to the
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kings than the words contained within them. Certainly they did not just land on
the floor beside the royal letterbox and it seems fair to assume that their arrival
- would have been marked by an occasion of some formality. Gift giving in early
medieval society was not without political significance. As Aaron Gurevich has
noted the transference of possessions contributed to the acquisition of social

prestige and respect.”’ Indeed, on occasion the giving of a gift could involve

greater prestige than its retention.

It is of interest here to note that when Aethelberht received his letter from Pope
Gregory, Bede says it came along with numerous other gifts.”® This would make
more sense if one viewed the letters as archaeological artefacts that served two
fundamental purposes. Firstly, as gifts of persuasion from the Bishop of Rome (a
purpose directly intimated in the ‘wording.of the texts). And, secondly, as objects
which provided the focus for a ceremony designed to enhance the recipient’s
power and standing in his own community by marking him out as special. After
all the HE suggests that only bishops, monks and kings received letters - not the
general lay aristocracy. This is pertinent to the HE. Like the letters, it was
dedicated to a king and it 1s hard not to ask whether Ceolwulf might have
received it in some form of ceremony where the symbolism of the gift exchange
was more important to Ceolwulf than the contents of the gift. If the text was
completed in 731 this would certainly have been timely, coinciding with a period

when Ceolwulf needed all the legitimization as king that he could get. The point,
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of course, is that if the manuscript had more symbolic than intrinsic value

politically there is no need to assume that Ceolwulf could read it. (This is not to
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say that it did not have any intrinsic value politically at all, merely that the text’s

own political value was not necessarily related directly to Ceolwulf.)

Protessor McKitterick’s point that the expense of book production and the status
accorded to the possession of books would have made it unlikely an author would
‘waste precious parchment and labour on a gift for someone who could not even
read’ contradicts this.” However, if the book was more important symbolically to
the recipient than the actual words, the act of giving is what counted. The text
need not have been wasted for the king could subsequently store it in an
environment where 1t could be read - such as a monastery. When considering this
one need only compare the gift of the HE with the gift of the book Adomnan
made to Aldfrith.”® If one takes this hypothesis into consideration it becomes
plausible, if not probable, that Anglo-Saxon lay Latin literacy would have been
negligible and consequently, one should be extremely circumspect about
pronouncing a wide reading audience for the content of any of the historical
narratives we now have at our disposal for this early period (at least in their Latin

form).

With this point I am arguing that Latin literacy outside of the ecclesiastical groups
was extremely limited and, literacy in general, may have been expressed more in
the vernacular than necessarily Latin. Indeed, Michael Clanchy, expressing
slightly more optimism concerning functional literacy among the laity than Susan
Kelly, noted that by the time of Augustine’s mission in 597 the practice of writing
some form of English language is evident in the text of the laws of Aethelberht of

Kent.”' What this implies to me is that when the laity required practical literacy it
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wrote and read in a form of Old English rather than Latin. Thus, although
functional literacy existed it occurred in the vernacular because of the lack of
Latin literacy outside the monastic establishments. Even allowing then for
practical vernacular literacy, the evidence still does not encourage the belief that
Latin literacy was widespread nor, consequently, that substantial bodies of text

such as historia were Intended to be read outside of the ecclesiastical

environment.

In fact, given this lack of literacy one should perhaps question whether or not
Bede actually expected Ceolwulf to read and comment on his HE, as stated in its
Preface, or if this was merely a rhetorical device.”® Certainly it would appear that
many historians have assumed that it was safe to accept the Preface as literally
true and that Bede did expect Ceolwulf to read and use the text whilst king.
Thus, Wallace-Hadrill believed Ceolwulf to have read and approved the text.
Additionally, Kirby has commented that Bede intended to take royal reaction to
be taken into consideration in the editing of the HE and that Ceolwulf may even
have been involved in censoring some of Bede’s material.”” This point he has
reiterated more recently in his 1992 Jarrow Lecture.”® Barbara Yorke has also
intimated that Ceolwulf may have been expected to derive some ‘practical
assistance’ in his reign from studying the text.”> However, such an assumption is

not without some problems, not only in terms of Latin literacy but also in terms of

book ownership.

Firstly then, can one justify maintaining the assumption that Ceolwulf was literate

in Latin? Except for the mmplication of literacy suggested by the Preface of the
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HE (to which I'll return later), Bede is particularly vague about Ceolwulf’s
abilities and his comments 1n the letter to Egbert stress Ceolwulf’s piety not his
learning. This silence, however, perhaps acts as an indicator that Ceolwulf was
not particularly well versed in Latin, for one cannot help thinking that such an
ability would have been specifically commented upon by Bede. Essentially
historians do not know the levels of royal literacy and consequently cannot make
any definitive statements as to whether or not Ceolwulf could read (and more
importantly, interpret) the HE. However, if one places the HE within the context
of Latin literacy levels suggested by the charters and the need for Anglo-Saxon
laws to be written in the vernacular, one cannot help thinking that it was
improbable that Ceolwulf could read it. Moreover, even if he could read it
literally, there seems absolutely no reason to think that before his entry into
Lindisfarne he would have identified the political and rhetorical sub-texts that this

thesis will be examining.

It 1s arguable that he could have heard this text, possibly in translation. Indeed,
this 1s not implausible, after all Bede makes it clear that Oswald acted as a
translator for Aidan. The precedent for translators from one language to another
being present at c+ourt 1s therefore established, albeit Irish to Anglo-Saxon.
However, the question still remains as to the extent to which an auditor would be
aware of the nuances of the rhetorical manipulation and intertextuality; as does
the issue of which sections of the text the translator would focus on for the king.
Would Ceolwulf, for example, be viewed as among the simplices or the

(luminati?  The point 1s that Ceolwulf may have received some of the
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information, but this may itself have been selective without any expectation that

he would use the text as a tool for interpretation and analysis.

Secondly, even 1f he could read it, can one just accept that Ceolwulf did indeed

have his own copy of the HE?® The Preface would certainly suggest that it is a

possibility. In general terms, however, lay ownership of books in early Christian

1-37

Anglo-Saxon England was exceptional.”® Moreover, if one observes the example

that seems to offer the direct possibility of a king possessing his own copy of the
HE, that of Offa, identified by Susan Kelly, it is clear the evidence is
inconclusive. If one scrutinizes the text from which she has drawn her point
one can see that it does not actually mention Offa having a copy of the HE, rather

it reads as if Alcuin were using Bede as an authority to give credence to the

argument he i1s putting forward:

Quod perspicue inuenire potes in libro secundo Ecclesiasticae
Hystoriae, quem beatus presbiter Beda scripsit, capitulo xviii. et xvii.
Ibique inuenires, quod ad ordinationem beati Honorii pontificis
Doruuernensis ecclesiae sanctus Paulinus Lindocoloniam occurrit
ibique ewum ordinauit archiepiscopum, quod idem beatissimus
Honorius papa in sua epistola confirmauit.”
In this letter there does not seem to be an expectation that Offa would refer
to his own copy to check Alcuin’s reference merely that quoting from Bede
gave an argument weight. The observer, then, ought to question the
validity of the assumption that Ceolwulf owned his own copy, for it would

seem from the evidence that this would be extremely unusual in an Anglo-

Saxon context.
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Furthermore, 1if one looks at the actual words of the Preface in the context of a lay
environment (as opposed to a monastic one) they seem even more improbable.
Thus 1t 1s mferable that Bede had sent a copy before and, more pertinently, is
sending it again, in Colgrave’s words, “for copying and fuller study, as time may
permit” (et nunc ad transcribendum ac plenius ex tempore meditandum
retransmitto).”> Whilst in translation these two activities seem fairly innocuous in
a secular setting, if one actually looks at what is being asked of the reader it
becomes clear that they are more suited to a monastic environment. Manuscript
transcribing, after all, was the remit of a scriptorium. Are we to assume that
Ceolwulf himself was to copy the text? Or that he had his own scriptorium? Or
was 1t more likely that the text was going directly to a monastery associated with
Ceolwulf and that, in fact, though Ceolwulf was named he was not expected to
read 1t?7 Wallace-Hadrill perhaps implied some of the tension in this phrase in his

commentary when he questioned if it would have been sent to Lindisfarne for

copying.

This query becomes all the more pertinent when one takes the word meditandum
into consideration. Although Colgrave’s use of the word ‘study’ is a useful
translation it 1s perhaps madequate 1n the specific sense of the way in which
Ceolwulf was expected to read the Historia Ecclesiastica. In essence, from

Bede’s use of this gerund the reader is not told the degree of literacy Ceolwulf
exhibits, it merely implies that he mlght be able follow the stories. This does not

automatically mean, however, that Ceolwulf’s literacy extended to a point where

he could either understand the symbolism and convention in the text or be learned
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enough to recognise the mter-textual allusions within the narrative. Indeed, it
does not even tell the observer whether or not Ceolwulf was to engage in the act
- of reading or whether he was to hear the stories through a translator. This is a
critical point for it must be remembered that literacy per se does not necessarily
mean that the audience is learned. As Dr. Bauml has commented, “An educated
reader need not be erudite, nor a reader who knows Latin know it well enough to
approach the Vulgate without shuddering.”*' In other words, one cannot take for
granted that the word meditandum in this context means anything other than a

literal reception of the narrative, which could have occurred through hearing the

stories.

Taken slightly further, this point also has relevance to Bede’s monastic audience.
Again, whilst this group may have had the ability to read Latin, this does not
equate with them being of a universal standard m terms of understanding or
interpreting the texts. Indeed, Judith McClure has shown that learning within the
clerical class was far from being of a uniform nature and the need for Bede
himself to be engaged in translations shows that one needs to question even the
extent of Latin ‘readability’.’* Thus though David Rollason has noted that the
language and complex scriptural and literary allusions suggest a predominantly
ecclesiastical readership for Bede’s work as well as other vitae, this elite group
itself probably exhibited variable standards in terms of Latin literacy.” In the
current climate of deconstruction then an element of caution needs to be raised.
Whilst modern learning within the academic environment brings gifts of reading

sub-texts and textual manipulations one cannot assume that these were extensively

in place within the ecclesiastical circles in which Bede’s historiae were circulated.
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Throughout the following chapters I am aware that what I may be showing is

more the degree of Bede’s own erudition rather than necessarily what the majority

of his audience received.

This, of course, may have had its own importance. Within the wider monastic
community of Northumbria Bede’s ability to illustrate such learning may well have
enhanced his own reputation and by association that of his monastery.** Such
erudition in the immediate community of the monastic world (which itself placed
an emphasis on the written and read word) would have been valued. As a skill of
value, Latin ]jtéracy could also be used to enhance one’s own monastery within a

competitive environment.

In conclusion, I would suggest that contrary to Peter Brown, there was a gap
between an educated elite and the non-literate majority, at least in the context of
seventh and eighth century Britain, It 1s also important to acknowledge that there
were different degrees of literacy within a community’s audience and that one
needs to differentiate between the information gleaned by this non-Latin literate
group and that held and understood by the elite. Moreover, even within the
monastic centres of learning one should beware of making assumptions about a
wide transmission of the text of the HE (there are, after all, only 3 extant
manuscripts of the text from before 900 CE). Furthermore, given the apparent
variability of literacy one needs to see gifts of Latin texts given to secular
authorities in the context of the symbolic ritual that might have surrounded such
an exchange, as much as any information being transmitted to them. Indeed, such

symbolism need not have been limited to gifts going from a monastery to a layman
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giving and receiving of gifts from one monastery to another
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Chapter 2:

The Historical and Contemporary Context of Northumbrian

Hagiography and Historiae Production.

Arguably the potential audience for Bede’s historiae was predominantly an elite
group housed in monasteries. The historical context of the production of the texts
themselves needs therefore to be placed within the fluctuating fortunes of seven
of the institutions in which this elite group lived: Iona, Lindisfarne, Whitby,
Ripon, Hexham, York and Monkwearmouth-Jarrow. Whilst other monastic
houses such as Melrose, Gilling, Lastingham, Coldingham and Bardney clearly
played a role it appears, in textual terms at least, that the seven former
monasteries were the important ones. This pre-eminence was not solely a matter
of the abilities of their scribes and calligraphers however. It was also dependent
on the relationship they had with the secular authorities within Northumbria,
primarily the king. Essentially the power of a particular monastery was determined
by two critical and inter-related factors, their relationship to royalty and the
success of any cult development programme. As will be shown the power of the
kings was, in its turn, increasingly dependent on the acceptance of the monasteries
established by royal predecessors. In short, the connection between the
monasteries and the king provided a mutually beneficial situation which both
parties could utilize to their advantage. In this sense, whilst I have argued that
there might not have been a widespread audience for the Latin text of Bede’s
Historiae, 1t 1s nonetheless clear that the context in which such sources were

produced was, In part, the symbiotic relationship between the most powerful
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monasteries of the kingdom and the members of the ruling house.” As such one
cannot deny that authors like Bede would have engaged (both unconsciously and
. consciously) with their contemporary environment and reflected issues of
relevance to secular society within their texts. The extent to which this material
would have been received outside the monastic and ecclesiastical community in its
Latin form is what has been in question. Essentially I am suggesting that what
one views within the Latin texts is a dialogue occurring between members of a
particular textual community predominantly composed of monks and clergy. This
dialogue may reflect issues of bearing outside those communities but it need not

express them in a manner readily available to those not included within the

communities.

To understand the context of the produétion of writings 1n the late seventh and
early eighth centuries, then, one needs to examine the changing status of these
textual communities, particularly the Ionan confederation and the ‘Roman’
monasteries, the subsequent need by incoming kings (especially ones acceding to
the throne through bloodshed) to gain acceptance by the monastic establishments,

and by the need of the monasteries themselves to improve their own standing

within the ecclesiastical hierarchy.

THE DECLINE OF THE IONAN MONOPOLY.

B

The starting place for any attempt to understand the role that a monastery’s status
played in the production of texts which elevated the authority of their particular

saint is not Northumbria but Iona. Iona certainly appears to have initiated an
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insular hagiographic t-radition during the abbacy of Segene.” There is some debate
over the dating of the text that resulted from this initiative, known as the Liber de
Virtutibus Sancti Columbae, but it would seem fairly safe to assume that it was
written some time between 637 and 652.° Herbert has suggested that this text
was a response to ecclesiastical critics of Iona who questioned the monastery on
its Easter practice and, given its admonition of retribution to monarchs, that it was
also a caution to secular critics not to attack the kin of Columba.® To take the
latter point first, such a warning need not have been transmitted to a wide
audience in its Latin form, but may have been subject to translation for those
outside of the Latin literate communities. It need not therefore be evidence of lay
Latin literacy. With regards to her first point, whilst the Easter question did
become a real issue of contention following Pope John’s letter commending
change, other political events occurred in the period of the 640s onwards that
need to be taken into consideration. These events might have affected the amount
of nfluence and status that the Ionan confederation would have had within
Northumbria and, in themselves, they may even have precipitated the finalization

of a text designed to bolster its authority.

Firstly, the impact of the death of Oswald cannot be underestimated. His
relationship with Iona is clearly shown through his close dependency on Aidan
and his decision to ask Iona for assistance in preaching Christianity. This
relationship established a monopolistic situation within Northumbria which
allowed Iona through Lindisfarne to dominate both religious practices and
ecclesiastical appointments made during Oswald’s and, at the beginning of,

Oswiu’s reigns. By inviting Iona’s support Oswald clearly established a degree of
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autonomy for an Ionan daughter house within Northumbria directly attached to
the ruling family, thereby, giving Lindisfarne a superior status to other

foundations in the area, including, it would seem, the Rome established Church at

York.

Nonetheless, on the death of Oswald in 642 the Lindisfarne community’s status
may have seemed more precarious than before as Aidan chose to support Oswine
rather than the man who ultimately became the most powerful leader in
Northumbria, Oswiu. The impact of this choice should not go unnoticed, for it
may well have meant that Oswiu had some reason to be suspicious of the Ionan
role 1n power brokering within Northumbria and in turn that Iona had cause to be
cautious in its dealings with Oswiu. Indeed, Oswiu’s relationship with the Irish
was slightly more nuanced than Bede would have his readers believe. At the
Synod of Whitby, Oswiu is portrayed by Bede as having been educated and
baptized by the Irish, considering that nothing was better than what they taught:
quia nimirum Osuiu a Scottis edoctus ac baptizatus, illorum etiam lingua optime
inbutus, nil melius quam quod illi docuissent autumabat.” This statement could
be seen as a literary embellishment to make the persuasion of the Roman party

seem even more effective as the authority of the argument convinced even the

most Irish oriented of Kings.

In this context Oswiu’s endowments following the battle of Winwaed are
suggestive of the change 1n the relationship between the king and Lindisfarne.
Thus rather than making gifts to Lindisfarne, Bede notes that Oswiu gave twelve

small estates, six in Deira and six in Bernicia, on which monasteries were to be
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founded in thanks of his victory over Penda: donatis insuper XII possessiunculis
terrarum, in quibus ablato studio militae terrestris ad exercendam militiam
caelestem supplicandumque pro pace gentis eius aeterna deuotioni sedulae
monarchorum locus facultasque suppeteret. E quibus uidelicet possessiunculis
sex in prouincia Derorum, sex in Berniciorum dedit.® Tt is hard not to conclude
from Bede’s silence concerning which monks gained this land that they were not
directly associated with Lindisfarne. Moreover, this was the period when Oswiu’s
son, Alhfrith, gave Ripon to Wilfrid, expelling the Irish monks to whom he had
previously given it. If Oswiu’s relationship with Iona was in any way problematic
is it not possible that the production of the Liber de Virtutibus Sanctae Columbae
and any associated attempt to boost to Columba’s cult was in part to maintain

Iona’s status at a time when there had been a perceptible change in its standing?

Whilst the association of the production of the Liber de Virtutibus Sanctae
Columbae with the reign of Oswiu 1s purely speculative, it 1s more than plausible
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