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Abstract

This study of selected Old English texts, from the canons of Aelfric and Cynewulf,
presents the argument that the primary purpose of the Saints’ Lives in question is
that of instruments of persuasion. After a description of the rites of Anglo-Saxon
paganism, an attempt is made to outline the manner in which the Christian
missionaries used certain aspects of pagan belief to promote Christianity. As
such, these texts may therefore be viewed as religious propaganda in the Anglo-
Saxon Church'’s attempt to win new converts to Christianity and to strengthen the
faith of those already within its fold, firstly by promoting belief in the miraculous
and secondly by investing Anglo-Saxon Christianity with the supernatural powers
of the Anglo-Saxon and Celtic Pagan religions.

Although the works of Cynewulf predate those of Aelfric, | have chosen to
discuss the prose works of Aelfric first. However, | do not believe that reversing
the historical order invalidates the argument.



Introduction

Ad cuius pietatis et iustitiae opus pertinet etiam hoc, quod nostram

gentem per praedicatores, quos huc direxit, de dentibus antiqui hostis
eripiens aeternae libertatis fecit esse participem; cuius fidei et saluti
congaudens, quamque digna laude commendans, ipse dicit in

expositione beati Iob: ‘Ecce lingua Brittaniae, quae nil aliud nouerat quam
barbarum frendere, iam dudum in diuinis laudibus Hebreum coepit alleluia
resonsare. Ecce quondam tumidus, iam substratus sanctorum pedibus seruit
oceanus, eiusque barbaros motus, quos terreni principes edomare ferro
nequiuerant, hos pro diuina formidine sacerdotum ora simplicbus uerbis
ligant, et qui cateruas pugnantium infidelis nequaquam metueret, iam nunc
fidelis humilium linguas timet. Quia enim perceptis caelestibus uerbis,
clarescentibus quoque miraculis, uirtus ei diuinae cognitionis infunditur,
eiusdem diuintatis terrore refrenatur ut praue agere metuat, ac totis
desideriis ad aeternitatis gratiam uenire concupiscat.’ Quibus uerbis

beatus Gregorius hoc quoque declarat, quia sanctus Augustinus et socii eius
non sola praedicatione uerborum, sed etiam caelestium ostensione signorum
gentem Anglorum ad agnitionem ueritatis perducebant.

(Bede. Historia Ecclesiastica. Lib 11, cap 1, 78)

The beginnings of the English people are to be seen in the arrival half way through the
fifth century in Britain of three Germanic tribes; the Saxons, Angles and Jutes described
by Bede as the “three most formidable German races”. Known collectively as the Anglo-
Saxons, these three Germanic tribes of the fifth and sixth centuries were entirely heathen.

Although modern knowledge of Anglo-Saxon heathenism is considered meagre, our best
source of information concerning Anglo-Saxon heathenism is Bede’s De Temporum
Ratione in which he names and describes the months of the Anglo-Saxon year and from
which it would appear that the regular practice of the pagan religion of England, like the
pagan religions of the Germanic peoples on the continent, involved seasonal festivals.
According to Bede the heathen year began on 25 December and certain ceremonies
caused the following night to be named Modra nect, meaning the night of the mothers.
The last month of the Old Year and the first month of the New were both comprised
under the name Giuli, the modern Yule, a name so old that its meaning is unknown. (It is
likely that this Yule festival involved the burning of evergreen, the burning of a Yule log
and a feast centred around a boar’s head, since these non-Christian features became
associated with the Christmas festival celebrated at that time) (Owen. G. R. Riftes and
Religions of the Anglo-Saxons, 48).

The name of the second month, So/monath, is described by Bede, as the month of cakes,
which Anglo-Saxons offered to their gods. According to Frank Stenton most modern
scholars, however, reject this interpretation since no English word so/, meaning cake, is
known. The third and fourth months were named after the goddesses Hretha and Eostre:



the fifth was called 7hrimilci because during this month cows were milked three times a
day. The sixth and seventh months were brought together under the name Litha, an
ancient word, meaning moon. The eighth month was called Weodmonath, the month of
weeds and the ninth month was known as Halegmonath, or holy month, or as Bede
interprets the name, “the month of offerings”(Stenton. F. Anglo-Saxon England, 97).

Wintirfyllith, or the tenth month, is connected by Bede with the appearance of the first
full moon of winter. Blotmonath, the name of the eleventh month meaning month of
sacrifice, arose, according to Bede, because the Anglo-Saxons devoted to their gods the
animals which they were about to kill. Stenton writes “This explanation gives what is by
far the earliest reference to the practice of killing off superfluous stock for winter food,
and the name shows that the custom, with a naive economy, was made a sacrificial
occasion. For all the obscurity of some of these names and the neutral character of
others, it is clear that there was a strong element of heathen festivity at the base of the
Old English calendar”(Stenton. F. Anglo-Saxon England, 98).

The heathen Anglo-Saxons worshipped several deities the most important being Tiw,
Woden and Thunor. According to John Godfrey, the attributes of these deities, after
whom three of our weekdays are named, are by no means clear. We should not assume
that Woden and Thunor were identical with the Norse Odin and Thor, about whom more
is known. It is clear, however, that Tiw was a Germanic war-god, equated by the
Romans with Mars. Thunor, the thunder-god, equated with Jupiter, was more widely
worshipped and was one of the gods whom the continental Saxons were to be specifically
called on to renounce by the Christian missionaries. Woden, regarded by the Romans as
equivalent to Mecury, was in the opinion of Tacitus the most worshipped of German
gods. He was a war-god who could bring victory, an aristocratic god whom kings
claimed as their ancestor(Godfrey. J. The Church in Anglo-Saxon England, 63).

Gale Owen provides a sound account of Anglo-Saxon heathenism, summarised as
follows. Anglo-Saxon heathenism had diverged somewhat from Teutonic mythology as
known on the continent and had probably weakened in intensity and conviction, yet it
remained thoroughly Germanic in character. Although human sacrifice, which was
certainly practised in Dark Age Scandinavia, had disappeared, perhaps as Gale Owen
suggests because human life was considered too precious to waste in the new and
struggling immigrant colonies, the Anglo-Saxons continued the ancient Germanic
practice of worshipping in a grove. This practice continued until original animistic beliefs
associated with the sacred grove became superseded by more tangible aids to worship
such as temples in which were placed images and idols. Two types of temples existed.
The first was usually an ordinary building in a farm or home, used on special occasions
for religious feasts while the second was situated away from the dwelling in which the
idols or sacred features came over time to be protected by a tent or a temporary cover.

Despite the fact that the Anglo-Saxons were skilled metal workers, nothing resembling a
metal idol survives, so it seems likely that their idols were constructed of wood. (If any
had escaped the destruction by Christians, wooden idols would not have survived in
English soil conditions). These idols were probably pieces of wood on which carvers



accentuated a natural resemblance to the essential feature of the god, as in a Danish
example from an Iron Age site. In this case a side-branch on a length of oak made an
obvious phallic symbol. A little carving and the addition of a stylised face turned the
whole into a fertility god.

In Scandinavian paganism animals, particularly oxen, were offered to Fryer and it seems
likely that the English also honoured the fertility god in this way. The ritual sacrifice of
oxen is a feature of Anglo-Saxon paganism evidenced repeatedly by archaeology and
confirmed by historical document. We can only guess the precise reasons behind the
ritual gesture of the severed head; perhaps being the least useful part of the animal for
food, the head was offered back to the god whose beneficence had provided the feast.
Owen suggests that perhaps the offering was to ensure that the food supply would last the
winter and that the surviving beasts would breed well in the coming year. Or perhaps the
head of the beast, with the brain, which had controlled the powerful shoulders and strong
limbs, was to the Anglo-Saxons an awesome object which they believed contained
magical properties (Owen. G. The Rites and Religions of the Anglo-Saxons, 41- 46).

The fundamental principles binding Anglo-Saxon society were kinship and loyalty to
one’s lord. There was no clan system as among the Celts, but there existed a strong sense
of family interdependence which found expression in the payment of wergild, the money
compensation due to an injured family. Probably even more important than kinship ties
was the comitatus principle, by which a leader relied on the allegiance of a band of
followers. “This was a Germanic principle which Tacitus had noticed. He said that the
Germans counted it lasting shame to leave a battle alive after their chief had fallen. ‘The
Chiefs fight for victory, the companions for their chief”. At the same time this allegiance
is not given for nothing. An open-handed generosity on the part of their chief is expected
by his followers, and to keep the latter adequately supplied in food and gifts, constant
resort to war is necessary”’(Godfrey. J. The Church in Anglo-Saxon England, 62).

A further feature of the Anglo-Saxon comitatus principle was the erection of gigantic
monoliths to commemorate chieftains, probably such as were slain in battle “The value of
the tribute lay in the great size of the stone and the consequent difficulty of raising it. At a
later period, when writing became known, the rough pillar was inscribed, in oghrams, or
in debased Latin characters, on a smooth side of the stone (Stevens. W. O. The Cross in
the Life and Literature of the Anglo-Saxons, 39).

We can see then that the Anglo-Saxons in general were closely involved not only in the
festivals of their religion, but also in their social and domestic interaction. More
significant than these manifestations of organised religion and social intercourse,
however, was the widespread belief in the supernatural, in charms and incantations, in the
spiritual potency of trees and wells and a whole array of elves, dragons and nightmares.
Many of these beliefs and traditions would survive the introduction of Christianity and to
a great extent it would be true that the triumph of the Church entailed not an uprooting
but a reinterpretation of existing processes of thought, since heathenism was deep rooted
by the practice of many generations when it met the Christian challenge.



In the words of Keith Thomas;

The claim to supernatural power was an essential element in the Anglo-

Saxon Church’s fight against paganism, and missionaries did not fail to stress
the superiority of Christian prayers to heathen charms (Thomas. K. Religion and
the Decline of Magic, 27-28).

Although Christianity had first been founded in Britain by the Romans, the first Christian
missionaries to reach the Anglo-Saxons were sent at the behest of the medieval Pope,

Gregory the Great.

According to legend it was upon his return journey from

Constantinople, in 585, that he encountered pagan Anglo-Saxons being sold as

slaves in Rome;

Dicunt, quia die quadam cum, aduenientibus nuper mercatoribus,
multa uenalia in forum fuissent conlata, multi ad emendum
confluxissent, et ipsum Gregorium inter alios aduenisse, ac
uidisse inter alia pueros uenales positos candidi corporis, ac
uenusti uultus, capillorum quoque forma egregia. Quos cum
aspiceret, interrogauit, ut aiunt, de qua regione uel terra essent
adlati. Dictumque est, quia de Brittania insula, cuius incolae
talis essent aspectus. Rursus interrogauit, utrum idem insulani
Christiani, an paganis adhuc erroribus essent inplicati. Dictum
Est, quod essent pagani. At ille, intimo ex corde longa trahens
suspiria : ‘Heu, pro dolor!’ inquit, ‘quod tam lucidi uultus
homines tenebrarum auctor possidet, tantaque gratia frontispicii
mentem ab interna gratia uacuam gestat!” Rursus ergo interrogauit,
quod esset uocabulum gentis illius. Responsum est, quod Angli
uocarentur. Atille: ‘Bene,’ inquit; ‘nam et angelicam habent
faciem, et tales angelorum in caelis decet esse coheredes. Quod
habet nomen ipsa prouincia, de qua isti sunt adlati?” Responsum
est, quod Deiri uocarentur idem prouinciales. At ille : ‘Bene,’
inquit, ‘Deiri ; de ira eruti, et ad misericordiam Christi uocati.
Rex prouinciae illius quomodo appellatur?” Responsum est,
quod Aelli diceretur. At ille adludens ad nomen ait: ‘Alleluia,
laudem Dei Creatoris illis in partibus oportet cantari.’

(Bede. Historia Ecclesiastica. Lib 11, cap, 1, 79-80)

It would appear that after this incident, Gregory approached Pope Pelagius II (578-90)
and urged him to send missionaries to the English under his leadership. Although the
Pope willingly acceded to his wishes the Roman people did not, since they saw in
Gregory their future Pope and protector. In 590 Rome was ravaged by Bubonic plague
and Pelagius fell victim to the disease. Gregory was elected Pope in that same year and
consecrated on the 3™ of September in St Peter’s. According to Frank Stenton we need
not doubt that Gregory’s attention was first called to Britain by the desire to convert its
heathen inhabitants. We should, however, bear in mind that Gregory was in the
succession of ancient Roman statesmen and would not have been indifferent to the



political advantages that would surely have followed from the reunion of a lost province
to the empire to the church of its capital (Stenton. F. Anglo-Saxon England. p. 104).

It was not however, Northumbria, the home of the slave-boys on sale in the Forum, that
Gregory chose to spear-head his English conversion, but Kent. In the words of Gale
Owen;

Kent had no doubt been carefully chosen. It was a wealthy

kingdom, and its ruler at that time, Ethelbert, was Bretwalda

and so had influence over other kingdoms. Being the closest

of the Anglo-Saxon kingdoms to the continent, Kent had strong

ties of culture and kinship with her Frankish neighbours.

Ethelbert himself was married to a Frankish woman,

Bertha, daughter of Charibert, King of Paris. She was a

Christian and the continued observance of her faith had been

a condition of her marriage. The Frankish bishop Liudhard

had come to Kent as her chaplain, and she worshipped in

the old church of St Martin which had been built near

Canterbury in Roman times.

(Owen. G. The Rites and Religions of the Anglo-Saxons, 129)

Unable to lead the mission personally, Gregory chose as leader of the mission to Britain,
Augustine, prior of the monastery on the Caelian. In the fourteenth year of the emperor
Maurice, Augustine set out from Rome with several companions, breaking their journey
in Provence, where they were welcomed by the provincial governor Arigius, bishop of
Aix and by Stephen, abbot of Lerins. It would appear, however, that this obvious
reminder of the monastic life which they had left behind caused them to become
unnerved and prompted them to send word to Gregory requesting that the mission be
abandoned. In a return letter, Gregory refused their request and appointed Augustine as
abbot, giving him sole authority.

John Godfrey suggests from evidence found in several of Gregory’s letters addressed to
lay persons requesting assistance for the mission that the English had in fact expressed a
wish for the Christian religion. Furthermore Augustine and his followers met with no
opposition and did not suffer any martyrdoms but received rather a cordial welcome,
which in itself would suggest not only that heathenism was weakening in Kent but that
perhaps the mission had been expected(Godrey. J. The Church in Anglo-Saxon England,
75).

Bede records that although Ethelbert kept the missionaries supplied with food and
provisions, he ordered them to remain on the Isle of Thanet. After some time he arrived
on the island and commanded Augustine and his companions to appear before him in the
open air since he believed that a man could get the better of an opponent by magical
means if he encountered him under a roof. This attests to the fact that belief in magic and
the supernatural was general amongst the Anglo-Saxons.



When Ethelbert and his men were ready to receive Augustine’s mission, Augustine and
his monks moved towards him singing litanies and carrying a silver cross and a picture of
the Saviour painted on a board. Bede records that Augustine preached the word of life to
which Ethelbert replied that despite his acknowledgement of the beauty of Augustine’s
words, he must refuse to abandon the practices of his ancestors. Nevertheless he would
not prevent Augustine and his men from preaching and granted them the use of St
Martin’s at Canterbury the Kentish capital, from where they might proceed in their
preaching and converting(H.E. Lib I, cap XXV-XXVI, 44-46).

The first stage of the mission ended soon after Augustine’s arrival with the conversion of
Ethelbert, on the feast of Pentecost. Bede attributes this particular and significant
conversion to the example of purity set by Augustine and his men and their powers of
salvation which are ratified by the performing of miracles; At ubi ipse etiam inter alios
delectatus uita mundissima sanctorum, et promissis eorum suauissimis, quae uera esse
miraculorum quoque multorum ostensione firmauerant, credens baptizatus est (H.E. Lib
I, cap XXVI, 47). Keith Thomas writes;

Nearly every primitive religion is regarded by its adherents as a medium for
obtaining supernatural power. This does not prevent it from functioning as

a system of explanation, a source of moral injunctions, a symbol of social
order, or a route to immortality; but it does mean that it also offers the
prospect of a supernatural means of control over man’s earthly environment.
The history of early Christianity offers no exception to this rule. Conversions
to the new religion, whether in the time of the primitive Church or under the
auspices of the missionaries of more recent times, have frequently been
assisted by the view of converts that they are acquiring not just a means of
other-worldly salvation, but a new and more powerful magic. Just as the
Hebrew priests of the Old Testament endeavoured to confound the devotees
of Baal by challenging them publicly to perform supernatural acts, so the
apostles of the early Church attracted followers by working miracles and
performing supernatural cures. Both the New Testament and the literature

of the patristic period testify to the importance of these activities in the work
of conversion; and the ability to perform miracles soon became an indispensable
test of sanctity (Thomas. K. Religion and the Decline of Magic, 27-8).

After king Ethelbert’s conversion there was a steady flow of converts to the new religion
so that by the following Christmas, Augustine was able to baptise ten thousand converts
(Godfrey. J. The Church in Anglo-Saxon England, 77). Bede also records that while the
mission itself compelled none to convert, King Ethelbert showed special favour to those
who chose Christianity over heathensim. An example of such a conversion is that of the
heathen priest Coifi at the court of King Edwin in Northumbria, as recorded by Bede;

Cui primus pointificum ipsius Coifi continuo respondit : ‘Tu
uide, rex, quale sit hoc, quod nobis modo praedicatur ; ego
autem tibi uerissimq, quod certum didici, profiteor, quia nihil
omnino uirtutis habet, nihil utilitatis religio illa, quam hucusque



tenuimus. Nullus enim tuorum studiosius quam ego culturae

deorum nostrorum se subdidit; et nihilominus multi sunt, qui
ampliora a te beneficia quam ego, et maiores accipiunt dignitates,
magisque prosperantur in omnibus, quae agenda uel adquirenda
disponunt. Si autem dii aliquid ualerent, me potius iuuare uellent,
qui illis inpensius seruire curaui. Unde restat, ut si ea, quae nunc
nobis noua praedicantur, meliora esse et fortiora, habita examinatione
perspexeris, absque ullo cunctamine suscipere illa festinemus.’
(Bede. Historia Ecclesiastica. Lib 11, cap XIII, 111-12)

According to Stephanie Hollis “Missionary policy, both in England and on the continent,
was to gain first the protective favour of kings or overlords, and to secure if possible their
immediate conversion, so that by “persuasion and example” their subjects would be
brought to follow suit.” (Hollis. S. ‘The Conversionary Dynamic: More Laws for Times
Like These’, 16-19).

Augustine’s next initiative was the building of new churches and the restoring of old
ones. One such restoration was a Romano-British Church which he rededicated as
Saviour Jesus Christ while not far from the city he built and founded a monastery, known
in his day as St Peter’s but subsequent to his death became known as St Augustine’s.
More importantly Augustine purified and dedicated to St Pancras the heathen temple used
by king Ethelbert. The practice of adapting heathen temples as Christian churches was an
important characteristic of the Roman mission in England, a practice previously rare in
western Christendom. This practice of converting existing heathen temples into Christian
churches is generally ascribed to Gregory since in a letter addressed to Abbot Mellitus of
the second mission he requests the Abbot to instruct Augustine to do just this;

Cum ergo Deus omnipotens uos ad reuerentissimum uirum fratrem
nostrum Augustinum episcopum perduxerit, dicite ei, quid diu
mecum de causa Anglorum cogitans tractaui ; uidelicet, quia fana
idolorum destrui in eadem gente minime debeant ; sed ipsa quae in
eis sunt, idola destruantur ; aqua benedicta fiat, in eisdem fanis
aspergatur, altaria construantur, reliquiae ponantur. Quia, si fana
eadem bene constructa sunt, necesse est, ut a cultu daemonum in
obsequio uert Dei debeant commutari; ut dum gens ipsa eadem

fana sua non uidet destrui, de corde errorem deponat, et Deum uerum
cognoscens ac adorans, ad loca, quae consueuit, familiarius concurrat.
(Bede. Historia Ecclesiastica. Lib. 1, cap XXX, 65)

This would appear, however, to be a complete reversal of Gregory’s initial instructions to
Augustine that he should go forth, destroy all pagan idols and spread the faith in the
manner of an imperial conqueror like Constantine. (Hollis. S. ‘The Conversionary
Dynamic: More Laws for Times Like These’, 17). Perhaps as John Godfrey suggests,
Gregory was in fact in this regard following the example set by Augustine in the
purification of Ethelbert’s temple and that in this endeavour it is Augustine who showed
enterprise and originality(Godfrey. J. The Church in Anglo-Saxon England, 718).



Gregory continues his letter to Mellitus by advocating the adaptation of the pagan custom
of sacrificing cattle to Christian use;

Et quia boues solent in sacrificio daemonum multos occidere, debet eis
etiam hac de re aliqua sollemnitas immutari ; ut die dedicationis, uel
natalicii sanctorum martyrum, quorum illic reliquiae ponuntur,
tabernacula sibi circa easdem ecclesias, quae ex fanis commutatae sunt,
de ramis arborum faciant, et religiosis conuiuiis sollemnitatem celebrent;
nec diabolo iam animalia immolent, et ad laudem Dei in esu suo animalia
occidant, et donatori omnium de satietiate sua gratias referant ; ut dum
eis aliqua exterius gaudia reseruantur, ad interiora gaudia consentire
facilius ualeant. Nam duris mentibus simul omnia abscidere impossible
esse non dubium est........ Haec igitur dilectionem tuam praedicto fratri
necesse est dicere, ut ipse in prasenti illic positus perpendat, qualiter
omnia debeat dispensare.

(Bede. Historia FEcclesiastica. Lib 1, cap XXX, 65-66)

Perhaps the greatest change in day-to-day living which Christianity brought about was in
the calendar. While the pattern of the seasons, with their significance for agriculture
continued unchanged, the Church took over the major celebrations and augmented them.
The great spring celebration was now associated with the crucifixion and resurrection,
and was preceded by the strictly enforced fasting of Lent. With the adoption of the
Roman calendar the pagan names of the seasons were dropped and the months with
which we are now familiar substituted. So too the Anglo-Saxons’ sense of chronology
was altered by the introduction of the Roman anno domini.

A further example of both missionary enterprise and originality, (although not
attributable specifically to either Gregory or Augustine), was the introduction of stone
crosses, similar in shape to the pagan stone monoliths erected in honour of fallen heroes.
In order to attract attention, and to demarcate places of worship, monumental stone
crosses which combined the Roman Christian Cross with pagan architectural elements,
such as the interlaced circle binding the centre of the cross and representative of the
pagan symbol for eternity, were erected by missionaries at well established places of
common resort, such as markets and wells (Stevens. W. O. The Cross in the Life and
Literature of the Anglo-Saxons, 59). In my opinion, these missionary practices would
appear to lend weight to Stephanie Hollis’ argument that “The conversion was not an
imposition of a monolithic ideology upon a cultural void, but an interactive
process”(Hollis. S. ‘The Conversionary Dynamic: More Laws for Times Like These’,
18).

By far the most efficacious method of demonstrating its monopoly of the truth in the fight
against paganism was, as we have seen in the conversion of king Ethelbert, the working
of miracles. These miracles were performed firstly through its own members as is
demonstrated during Augustine’s initial meeting with the Celtic Bishops and his
demonstration of the superiority of the Roman Church through his miraculous healing of



a blind man(Bede. H.E. 11 2)and secondly through the Church’s established saints and
their relics. In the words of Ronald Finucane;

“Although saints’ relics were being venerated in the second century,
if not earlier, the great boom in miracles associated with Christian relics
seems to have begun during the fourth century, after Christianity was
declared to be a tolerated religion by the Emperor Constantine, in
A.D. 313....As posthumous miracles became part and parcel
of popular Christianity in the fourth and early fifth centuries,
appropriate rituals were established at curative shrines, and candles
and incense, once prohibited by the Church as too ‘pagan’, now burned
at saints’ altars, while wax or silver offerings. .. were now brought

by grateful pilgrims. .. Although pagan temples and altars were

closed down, converted or destroyed, the old cures, visions and miracles
of the healing god AEsulapius or Apollonius, still occurred at
Christian shrines under the patronage of a new spiritual hierachy,
the martyred saints.....Some Christian leaders reacted adversely
to these trends, even St Augustine became more cautious in

his old age, suggesting in his Retractions of about 427 that though
miracles still happened they were not of the same order as those

of Christ’s time; Christians he wrote, should not over-emphasize
visible wonders and grow contemptuous through familiarity

with them. .. Nevertheless, it was not merely pressure

‘from below’ which brought miraculous relics into the Church.

All through the fourth century latent tensions developed as

‘the Church’ encouraged the principles but condemned the

excesses of popular veneration of saints and their relics. The seeds

of ambiguity, of paradox within the ‘official Church’ were

already taking root, thrusting through the writings of

bishops and theologians.”
(Finucane. R. C. Miracles and Pilgrims: Popular beliefs in
Medieval England, 18-19)

By the time of the conversion of the Anglo-Saxons, Miracle was one of the most
expedient of all missionary devices, having been used by missionaries since 410. To the
pagan congregations who could barely grasp theological principles, a simpler method of
convincing them of the truth of Christianity was to perform miracles (usually of healing)
or to demolish their temples ensuring that the message could not be misunderstood.

Unfortunately the power to perform miracles would have appeared to have gone to
Augustine’s head since in 601 Pope Gregory admonishes him against overreaching pride;

unde necesse est, ut de eodem dono caelesti et timendo guadeas, et
gaudendo pertimescas. Gaudeas videlicet, quia Anglorum animae
per exteriora miracula ad interiorem gratiam pertahuntur; pertimescas
uero, ne inter signa, quae fiunt, infirmus animus in sui praesumptione
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se eleuet, et unde foras in honorem tollitur, inde per inanem gloriam
intus cadat(Bede. Historia Ecclesiastica. Lib 1, cap XXXI, 66).

Nevertheless, by this admonishment the Pope also acknowledges the utility of miracles in
the task of converting men from the worship of pagan gods to that of Christ.

There were, however, other churchmen who were calling attention to the danger of
unregulated thaumaturgy. Finucane records Alcuin, an English intellectual at
Charlemagne’s court who played a leading role in the Carolingian Renaissance, as stating
the ‘ministry of preaching the Gospel is to be preferred to the working of miracles and
the showing of signs’ yet simultaneously admitting that country folk were usually more
impressed by physical wonders than preaching (Finucane. R. Miracles and Pilgrims:
Popular beliefs in Medieval England, 22).

A further weapon in the fight against paganism was the Church’s appropriation of the use
of relics. Many pagan relics were supposed to work wonders and cure diseased
suppliants, properties which were appropriated by the bodies of Christian martyrs
especially during the fourth century as paganism fell to minority status and then became
illegal. Throughout the early Middle Ages the bodies of martyrs and confessors were
unearthed and mobilised in defence and exaltation of the faith. A certain Benedict Biscop
(d.689) made six trips during his lifetime from Rome to England, bringing books and
relics for the enlightenment and comfort of his colleagues. In this manner the Church
substituted among the pagans the powers of holy men both living and dead, in place of
what it considered to be abstruse doctrine and theological subtleties, creating an
atmosphere in primitive Germanic Christianity which could only be described as one of
“belief in the miraculous, the hourly expectation of supernatural events’(Finucane. R.
Miracles and Pilgrims: Popular Beliefs in Medieval England, 23).

The consequences of employing miracles in the work of conversion are at once apparent;
for the novice Christians miracles and saints’ relics attained a significance far beyond
what the missionaries may have intended. The beliefs promoted by missionaries in the
heat of conversion were often an embarrassment to later generations of churchmen in a
peaceful Christianised Europe.

By c. 660 all England except Sussex and the Isle of Wight had formally adopted the
Faith, an achievement attributable to both the Roman and Celtic missions. There was thus
an intricate intermingling of the Irish and Roman strands in the Conversion, and it is
likely that the followers of the two traditions were on the whole on good terms with each
other. However, it was not until the synod of Whtiby in 663, at which the Roman method
for the calculation of Easter was finally agreed upon, that the two Churches were brought
together. But despite the fact that the Roman Easter was now enforced, other Celtic
customs continued and it would still be some time before English Christianity would be
organised under one Church.

I agree with Ronald Finucane who believes that by the time of Bede’s Ecclesiastical
History the new mythology of Christianity was already a fully developed system of
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belief. (Finucane. R. C. Miracles and Pilgrims: Popular Beliefs in Medieval England,
24). For example, Bede writes of bishops who ward off storms by casting holy water on
to the sea (H. E. Lib I, cap 17) of the return of a blind girl’s sight after being touched by
saints’ relics (H.E. Lib I, cap 18) and of houses which withstand fire, protected by the
saint who lies within (//.E. Lib I, cap 19). To return once more to Finucane;

“Such were the fruits of missionary zeal, the harvest of Christian
folklore. Missionaries won converts by reciting stronger charms,
routing braver devils, and performing greater wonders with

objects more powerful than rude idols. From Rome to Lindisfarne
the powers of holy bones were recognised by the simplest Christians,
innocent of theology, and for a thousand years these beliefs,

though sometimes challenged, would dominate much of the
folk-Christianity of Europe”(Finucane. R. Miracles and Pilgrims:
Popular Beliefs in Medieval England, 24).

It is equally certain, however, that despite this missionary zeal and the fact that by 664,
Christianity was the dominant religion throughout England, the older beliefs of the
English people, though driven underground, were still very much alive;

At the very time of the council (of Whitby) England, like much

of western Europe, was being swept by a pestilence, which

removed many leaders of the clergy, depopulated whole

monasteries, and produced a widespread reversion to heathenism
....the whole organization of the church in England was rapidly
disintegrating in these years (Stenton. F. Anglo-Saxon England, 128).

As Dom David Knowles states, “all available evidence from the reign of Alfred points to
a complete collapse of monasticism by the end of the ninth century(Knowles. D. The
Monastic Order in England, 33). Knowles firmly believes that the monastic life in any
productive sense disappeared from England between the times of the first Scandinavian
raids at the close of the eighth century and the inauguration of St Dunstan as Abbot of
Glastonbury in the year 940, who was to spear-head the Benedictine Renaissance, in
which the new vitality of the reformed Church permeated every aspect of art.

Perhaps the most important of all the changes in Anglo-Saxon culture effected by the
Conversion was the setting down of the Anglo-Saxon language in the Roman alphabet.
Although Anglo-Saxon poetry of the heathen age was first written down by Christian
clerks, most of which only survives in texts which are affected by Christian ideas and
imagery later Anglo-Saxon England has left us little extant poetry (Stenton. F. Anglo-
Saxon England, 192). On the other hand, it produced a substantial amount of vernacular
prose, in the form of homilies written by monks and intended probably for the use of the
parochial clergy. C. L. Wrenn writes;

There can be no doubt that it is the sermon written with literary art
to be read aloud or recited, whether to religious or to lay people,
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that is the dominant product in the literature of this age. During
the reign of Ethelred the Unready, 978-1016, Aelfric and Wulfstan
wrote homilies and didactic religious work of real literary merit,
...which show both liveliness and attractiveness.

(Wrenn. C. L. 4 Study of Old English Literature, 224)

Nevertheless, the historian John Godfrey believes that while the “liveliness and
attractiveness” of this homiletic literature has been recognised by both linguists and
Anglo-Saxon literary scholars alike, the essence of the work has perhaps been
overlooked;

This homiletical literature, a veritable monument of early English prose,

has received its due mead of praise from linguists and technical Old English
students... Yet in these sermons we have an exposition of Catholic doctrine as
it was currently accepted, and a reflection of the Christian way of life.
(Godfrey. J. The Church in Anglo-Saxon England, 331-2).

It is this exposition of Catholic doctrine within one of the dominant literary genres of the
Benedictine movement, hagiography or the Saint’s Life, with which I am concerned.
According to P.A. Stafford, the Benedictine movement or English monastic revival of the
tenth century should be viewed as part of a wider movement for monastic reform in the
tenth century since neither “reform” nor “revival” is an accurate description of the
movement. It was not primarily a reform of laxity, nor a simple revival of an earlier form
of monasticism which had decayed, though there were elements of both. Rather the tenth
century movement was the culmination of the spread of the Benedictine rule, fostered by
the Carolingians. This monastic revival was thus political, economic and religious in
character and significance;

Many scholars are now revealing the importance of the monasteries

in the development of political power, while the economic significance
of their estates has long been realized. In the life and organization

of the church itself the monasteries not only had an impact on the
episcopate, on church reform, and learning, but they also played

a role in winning the mass of the people to the church through
their acquisition of relics, their popular Saints’ lives and their
homilies.(my emphasis)

(Stafford. P. A. ‘Church and Society in the age of Aelfric’, 12)

In the light of this, it is my contention that the Saints’ Lives as a genre are perhaps more
than mere exercises in the “rekindling and widening among both the laity and clergy of
the teachings of the Catholic Church”(Wrenn. C. L. A Study of Old English Literature,
226), as C.L. Wrenn believes them to be or as Gordon Hall Gerould defines them
“biographical narrative...calculated to glorify the memory of its subject”(Gerould. G. H.
Saint’s Legends, 5). Thomas Hill writes that “Hagiography... is a curious literary form
indeed. On the one hand, every vifa, no matter how simple or complex, is based upon a
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radically historical claim. If the given saint did not live, die, and make his or her powers
manifest as the vita claims, then the vifa is not merely in error, it is potentially
destructive. It is hardly worthwhile invoking a saint who is not there.”(Hill. T. ‘Imago
Dei’, 47).

With this in mind, I should like to suggest that the Old English Saints’Lives and in
particular the Saints’Lives of St Edmund and St Oswald, composed by Aelfric, (a tenth
century cleric) and that of Elene composed by Cynewulf, (a ninth century cleric), may be
viewed as examples of religious, literary propaganda, designed to propagate and entrench
belief in the miraculous amongst a population innocent of theology, in order to win new
converts to the Church, and to strengthen the conviction of those currently within its fold.
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Chapter one: St Edmund and St Oswald

According to David Rollason the relationship between the cult of saints and English
society in the 200 years from 650 to 850 shows that the literature associated with the
saints was almost exclusively addressed to the ecclesiastical world. The relatively minor
involvement of the secular world shows a preponderance of affinity for the noble and
royal classes(Rollason.D. Saints and Relics in Anglo-Saxon England,186). During the
Benedictine revival however, more effort was devoted to preaching and the teaching of
the laity, the organisation of parishes and tithes received and the production of homilies
and other material in the vernacular to aid these efforts. Rollason writes that “from the
tenth century onwards there was a major expansion in the popularity of the cult of saints
amongst the laity. This is further suggested by the composition of collections of miracle
stories of this type...such collections must have been in part intended to prove the
efficacy of the saint’s miraculous interventions and thus to encourage lay
devotion”(Rollason.D. Saints and Relics in Anglo-Saxon England, 187). By far the most
learned writer of the Benedictine age, as well as being the most artistic, is Aelfric.

Aelfric lived from about A. D. 955 to 1020. He was born of a noble family and educated
in the old minster at Winchester under his revered teacher St Aethelwold, who was
Bishop of Winchester from 963 until his death in 984. After being ordained priest at the
age of thirty, Aelfric was sent through the influence of noble and cultivated patrons to
Cerne Abbas, in Dorset, where a Benedictine house was set up in 987. However, he
seems to have returned to Winchester after only a few years in this particular monastery.
In 1005, he was made the first Abbot of a new Benedictine House at Eynsham in
Oxfordshire, where he seems to have spent the remainder of his quiet and apparently
uneventful life.

Of the many sermons of Aelfric that survive, most find their place in one or other of the
three series which he designed for various purposes and preachers. The first two of these
three series are known collectively as his Catholic Homilies, while the third series is
known as Lives of Saints. His next work, which was intended primarily to help the clergy
in calculating the dates of Easter and other moveable Church Feasts, was a revision and
adaptation into the vernacular of Bede’s treatise De Temporibus Anni. Aelfric also
composed a Grammar book for small boys. The Grammar provided the elements of
Latin grammar in the vernacular, so that Latin grammatical terms and classifications
could be applied in such a way as to promote the early study of both languages. He was
the author of a Latin glossary and the Colloquy, a model of a classroom dialogue in Latin.

His final major work was his third collection of homilies, Lives of the Saints, treating in
particular the sufferings and miracles of those saints who are especially honoured by
monks, and who have their own services. This collection was made between the years
993 and 998 at the request of his friends and patrons, A thelm r and thelweard(Wrenn.
C. L. 4 Study of Old English Literature, 226).
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It is evident from Aelfric’s work that, like King Alfred 100 years before, he had
something of an educational plan which should help both laity and clergy since his
vernacular books of religious teaching are the first since King Alfred’s time;

Remaining within monastic walls, but always fully responsive to all the events
happening outside, and directly aiming to forward the revitalising work of the
Benedictine leaders and their legacy of teaching, Aelfric might be described in
modern literary terms as the unobserved literary propagandist of the Benedictine
movement, who produced some of the basic documents for rekindling and
widening among both laity and clergy the teaching and the practical guidance
of the Church. (Wrenn. C. L. 4 Study of Old English Literature ,226)

We should remember, however, that it was the clergy who formed the sole educated
class, and that in their keeping was not only all religious teaching, but also the
preservation of literature and the instruction of the young, as is evident from Aelfric’s
extant work, “in other words, the furnishing of nearly all the mental stimulus which
comes to a people through the knowledge of the past, and the use of that knowledge in
the preparation of the future”(White. C, Aelfric: A New Study of his Life and Writings,
15).

Despite the fact that all Aelfric’s vernacular works were seemingly undertaken with one
aim in view; “to enable his countrymen to enjoy the spiritual benefits to be derived from
a knowledge of the Latin literature of the church, by making available to them in their
own language some of the literature itself, and the means of learning for themselves the
language in which it was written”(Needham. G. 1. ed. Lives of Three English Saints, 15)
and that Aelfric himself lays no claim to originality as stated in the Preface to his
Catholic Homilies, he does in fact take extensive liberties with his sources and the Lives
of Saint Oswald and Saint Fdmund are no exception.

Aelfric’s Life of Saint Oswald is based upon Bede’s account of Saint Oswald in his
Historia FEcclesiastica Gentis Anglorum, a work that is considered primarily as historical.
Aelfric therefore chooses to transform an historical account into the conventional form of
the saint’s life or hagiographical narrative and in so doing conflates and rearranges
Bede’s nonchronological information into a chronological and ordered narrative divisible
into three separate and distinguishable parts; the Saint’s life, his passion and death and
the miracles and marvels which result. However, political events and the worldly careers
of the saints are not what the lives are primarily trying to describe;

The prime concern of the hagiographer is to demonstrate that

the life of his subject and the lives of earlier established saints

were similar in essence and to show that the Holy Spirit was at

work within them. Hagiography is not then primarily concerned

with what we should regard as biography but rather with the saint

as model of the holy life for others to imitate, and with his or her

career as a key to the understanding of the saint’s spiritual development.
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The aim, in short, was to teach spiritual lessons.
(Rollason. D. Saints and Relics in Anglo-Saxon England, 84)

But even if biography is not its primary aim, hagiography certainly finds its beginnings in
biography. H.E. Cardinal Basil Hume, in his foreword to Butler’s Lives of the Saints’,
written in 1975 endorses Alban Butler’s definition that “The lives of the saints furnish
the Christian with a daily spiritual entertainment, which is not less agreeable than
affecting and instructive. For in sacred biography (my emphasis) the advantages of
devotion and piety are joined with the most attractive charms of history”’(Burns and Oats.
Butler’s Lives of the Saints’. New Full edition, IX).

MH. Abrams in A Glossary of Literary Terms defines biography as that which
“connotes a relatively full account of the facts of a man’s life, involving the attempt to set
forth his character, temperament, and milieu, as well as his experiences and activities”(M.
H. Abrams. A Glossary of Literary Terms, 15). But even if the Saints’ Lives do not
present what by modern biographical standards would be considered a full account of the
facts of their subjects’ lives, since they present only select historical facts, they
nevertheless present select historical facts to ensure that the audience of such narrative is
persuaded that the subject in question was in fact an historical and not a fictitious
personage.

David Rollason reminds us that we should note first of all that hagiography was usually
written in connection with the promotion and functioning of the cult of the saint or saints
who formed its subject and that devotion to the saint was intensified if people knew of
the history of his or her life, relics and miracles(my emphasis)(Rollason. D. Saints’
and Relics in Anglo-Saxon England,104). In other words devotion to a saint would be
intensified if people were convinced that the subject of the hagiographical narrative was
an historical and not a fictional personage, since this knowledge would lend veracity to
the entire narrative.

Thomas Hill points out that

“Our sense of the highly conventional nature of medieval hagiography

and our awareness of the enormous hagiographic corpus that is preserved
should not blind us to the fact that the hagiographer who wrote the primary
vita was making a very radical claim. Not only is the subject a monk,
priest, or lay person (an historical personage) who led an exemplary life,

he or she is to be accepted as a saint whose life found such favour with God
that He has made that sanctity manifest in miracles”

(Hill. T. ‘Imago Dei’, 36).

Aelfric begins his Life of Saint Oswald by situating Oswald immediately in both
historical time and place, thereby firmly establishing Oswald’s historicity. Aelfric records
that this king lived and ruled in the land of Northumbria after the arrival of Augustine in
England.(p 27). Moreover Aelfric records Oswald’s journey to Scotland by sea, his
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Thomas Hill in his work, Old English Poetry and The Sapiental Tradition, claims that
modern day critics fallaciously assume that the Saints’ Lives are realistic in nature and
therefore primarily concerned with historical or legendary events. While I would agree
that historical and legendary events are not the primary concern of the Saints’ Lives and
in particular the Saints’ Lives in question, having analysed the life of Saint Oswald it
would nevertheless appear that both realism and historical and legendary events are
important components of these narratives.

However, if modern critics fallaciously assume that these narratives are realistically
accurate, one must ask the question whether an Anglo-Saxon audience for whom these
narratives were originally intended, would have been better equipped to discern the
blending of reality with fiction and thereby distinguish truth from fantasy? Perhaps in
order to answer this question we as modern critics need to step back in time to discover
the conditions under which Anglo-Saxons lived.

Robert Finucane presents the following picture of these conditions, which he believes
ultimately shaped the Anglo-Saxon’s perceptions of the miraculous;

The great bulk of medieval Englishmen, then, lived in squalid, unhealthy
conditions in which disease and early death were all too common; relatively

few individuals, or at least few families, escaped the consequences. With
sufficient food and adequate shelter some might pull through with less

difficulty, but a great many people were sometimes lacking even these basic
necessities. In addition, so little was known about the body and disease that
practically nothing - certainly in twentieth-century western ‘scientific’ terms

- could be done for the ill....Sometimes it was found difficult to decide
whether a person was dead or alive ... .the slightest improvement or partial

and even temporary recovery was considered a miraculous cure.. (thus) the
medieval concept of ‘cure’ was very flexible. Since the recovery need not be
permanent many recurrent illnesses would apparently be affected by the holy aura
of a shrine...the saints also took credit for delayed cures so that a pilgrim who

felt no better at a shrine but improved a week later while at home in bed could
claim miraculous healing.

(Finucane. R. Miracles and Pilgrims: Popular Beliefs in Medieval England, 73-
78)

The Church not only publicised the healing powers of the saints through the production
and distribution of Saints’ Lives, but it also promoted the healing power of the saints,
their relics and shrines over those of medical science, not only by proclaiming disease to
be a consequence of sin but by advocating the efficacy of Christian charms as a cure for
disease over pagan charms(Finucane. R. Miracles and Pilgrims: Popular Beliefs in
Medieval England 64). Anglo-Saxon churches housing saints’ shrines therefore became
akin to hospitals. In his article entitled ‘The Saintly life in Anglo-Saxon England’,
Michael Lapidge paints the following picture of the interior of an Anglo-Saxon church;
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If a modern English traveller could suddenly be transported back a

thousand years into an Anglo-Saxon church, he would be astonished

at the differences between that and the churches with which he is familiar
today: here, the atmosphere inside most churches is one of calm and beatific
silence, there the prevailing atmosphere would be one of tumult and squalor,
the church packed day and night with crowds of diseased and penitent
persons seeking release from their sufferings through the intercession of the
saint whose shrine they were besieging. A memorable picture of such tumult
is given by Lantfred, a foreign monk at Winchester in the 970s, who, describing
the miracles performed through the agency of St Swithun — then recently
discovered and recently translated - shows us the inside of the Old Minster
crammed with persons afflicted with appalling physical deformities,
festering wounds, blind, paralytic, deaf, dumb, mutilated indescribably

by the just process of law or by self-imposed penitential torture, all

clustered around the shrine of St Swithun, lying there day and night moaning
in pain and praying aloud for deliverance from their suffering. On occasion,
Lantfred reports the church’s precincts were so plugged with diseased
persons that they had periodically to be cleared to make way for the

clergy. Whereas today such appalling sights of disease, deformity and
suffering are hidden from sight in sanitized hospitals, a thousand years

ago they were on full view, every day of the year, in every church which

had a saint deemed to be capable of performing a miraculous cure.

(Lapidge. M. ‘The Saintly life in Anglo-Saxon England’, 243)

Thus, the vast majority of people who experienced miracles were neither theologians nor
hagiographers;

They were the simple folk who came from the great

bulk of medieval England’s population who could neither read nor
write. The popular, uncritical acceptance of wonders and miracles
stemmed partially from ignorance of the natural world and partially
from an overwhelming need, created by the conditions of medieval
life, to believe in miracles. The Church was responsible, too;
instructed by gullible clerics and sometimes entertained by sermons
featuring famous miracles and visions of the other world the laity
went away prepared to accept as a miracle the wildest coincidence
and most far-fetched tale (my emphasis). These illiterate masses,

when they thought about it all, explained miracles as wonders performed
by hallowedghosts who flitted in and out of graves, the tombs and shrines
containing magic relics. It was sometimes acknowledged — if only in
passing — that God was the ultimate source of miracle. But theological
dicta really had no place here. For most people, the important thing was
not the theory evolved by the Church to explain miracles and saints, it was
what those saints did for them and especially the faith-healing,

the curative miracles, that sometimes went on at their shrines.

(Finnucane. R. Miracles and Pilgrims: Popular Beliefs in Medieval England, 55)
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his writing, but it was plainly subordinate to the clear and simple exposition
of his matter, which remained his chief stylistic concern.
(Needham. G. L. Lives of Three English Saints, 21-22)

This clarity and simplicity of style are reflected in the stark contrasts Aelfric establishes
between the saints and their respective enemies. The sharp contrasts of the Christ-like
hero opposing the wicked heathens clearly distinguish between the elements of good and
evil ensuring that by the time of the kings’ passion and death an Anglo-Saxon audience
would have been in no doubt as to their moral significance.

Moreover, while both narratives include epic elements, for example the subject matter of
both narratives is serious, contains select historical fact and centre on quasi-divine
figures, the language, unlike that of traditional epic tales, is neither ceremonial nor
distanced from ordinary speech, but is clear, simple and easily accessible.

Cecily Clark illustrates how Aelfric (in his Life of St Edmund) in his search for the
simplicem Anglicam that would speak to the hearts of his audience, regularly reduces the
elaborate figures of speech characteristic of his original. When Abbo describes Inguar
stealing to and from his ships, velut lupis vespertinis mos est clanculo ad plana
descendere, repetitis quantocius noctis silvarum latibulis Aelfric cuts this to swa swa
wulf, keeping the affective force of the simile while eliminating confusing detail. When
Abbo says of the martyred Edmund; Sicque factum est ut spiculorum terebratis aculeis
circumfossus palpitans horreret, velut asper hericius, aut spinis hirtus carduus, in
passione similis Sebastiano egregio martyri, Aelfric simplifies the picture, He eall w-zs
bes-t mit heora scotungum, swilce igles byrsta, swa swa Sebastianus w:-"s. (Clark. C.
‘Notes and News: Aelfric and Abbo’,32-33).

Similarly, Ann Nichols, in her article ‘Aelfric and the Brief Style’, supports the theory
that Aelfric’s simple and clear style is a deliberate and conscious attempt to reach the lay
Anglo-Saxon ;

Aelfric’s primary concern is for the simple, unlearned audience, and it is
this pastoral concern that dictates the choice of brevitas and the
concomitant choice of simple, clear words. The choice is dictated in
turn by a sense of decorum, of fitness. In the Latin preface to his

first volume of homilies, Aelfric says that he is concerned with the
simple who know no Latin, and for this reason he chooses simple
English words that will be understood.

(Nichols. A. E. *Aelfric and the Brief Style’, 2-3)

Both the Life of St Oswald and the Life of St Edmund share a basic structural pattern,
while each is unique in content. Both choose to relate only the moment of greatest
emotional and spiritual turmoil of the saints that they depict, rather than their entire
historical life. They describe the facts of sainthood through a single moment or event.
They are a coalescence of epic, romantic and panegyric traditions, related in a clear and
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to dig up the nails with which Christ was crucified and Elene goes home
satisfied. The poem then concludes with Cynewulf’s personal statement

that he is sorry for his sins. Given such a view of the poem, it is hardly
suprising that most critics have in effect excerpted the more attractive
passages and dismissed the poem as a whole as a conventional rendition

of a picturesque if rather uncomplicated saint’s legend.

(Hill. T. ‘Sapiential Structure and Figural Narrative in the Old English Elene’
159-60)

Yet according to Rosemary Woolf, Elene represents the most refined example of the
various techniques Cynewulf used in all of his poems for although Cynewulf achieves the
stylistic features of balance and control through careful patterning of his work and by his
use of analogy and contrast throughout his poetic canon, in Elene he explores and
intensifies each idea through a series of well-chosen and controlled variations. “This
combined with changes of scene, varieties of action and modulation of tone produce a
greater brightness and solidity of narrative than is found in the Latin source and is evident
from the outset of the poem.”(Woolf. R. ‘Saints’ Lives’, 48).

But as George Anderson points out “Essentially it matters very little whom we elect as
the real Cynewulf. Certain qualities in his poems are their own excuse for being... .there
could be no possible doubt that he (Cynewulf) was a cleric, and all his poetic purpose is
the poetic purpose of a churchman who is fired with a zeal to propagate the faith.
(my emphasis)(Anderson. G. K. The Literature of the Anglo-Saxons, 125). To this end we
should remember that although writing before the Benedictine revival, Cynewulf was
writing not long after one of the most stirring evangelical chapters in the history of the
Anglo-Saxon Church, for as Catherine Regan writes;

in this period England’s tremendous missionary zeal carried the
Christian faith far beyond its own shores. The accomplishments

of individuals such as Willibrord and Boniface are well known,

but equally significant was the absorption of the entire nation in this
evangelical effort. Cynewulf was writing in the shadow of this great
missionary spirit. He also found two of his major characters —
Constantine and Elene- portrayed as extraordinarily ardent
missionaries by medieval historians such as Eusebius of

Caesarea, Socrates, Soromen, and Theodoret.

(Regan. C. ‘Cynewulf’s Elene’, 30)

In the light of this missionary zeal, 1 should like to suggest that despite his obvious
stylistic achievement, Cynewulf’s primary intention in composing this art vita, is to
increase and strengthen the Christian faith among his readers through what I believe to be
deliberate promotion of belief in the miraculous. Even though Cynewulf takes these
miraculous manifestations from his source I believe that he consciously uses his
particular literary style, narrative patterning, elements of realism, suspense and
excitement and the conventions of Anglo-Saxon/ Germanic heroic poetry, conventions
with which the majority of his Anglo-Saxon audience would have been familiar and in
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which they would have taken great pleasure, to grasp and sustain their attention, thereby
promoting belief in the miraculous within an Anglo-Saxon context. In so doing Cynewulf
promotes vigorously the Christian faith over the Jewish faith to the point of what might
appear to be extreme anti-Semitism.

That Cynewulf manipulates his source for his own ends is suggested by Gardner when he
writes that;

If we assume a lost source containing all relevant elements of the
Latin texts which have been identified as close to Elene... we may
reasonably suppose that Cynewulf’s embellishment of the traditional
plot is little more than dutiful amplificatio of the sort already accepted
by the Church as a means of drawing simple men to redemption. ...
however his fondness for establishing structural parallels, ironic
juxtapositions of scenes, and verbal repetition all indicate more than

a translator’s interest in form... Thus Cynewulf’s transfer of classical
Old English devices to a new context is functional as well as
ornamental, supporting the poet’s central concern with a Germanic
motif which the Anglo-Saxon audience would readily

grasp and appreciate(Gardner. J ‘Elene: Sources and Structure’, 65-66).

Cynewulf deliberately employs classical Old English literary devices in the poem FElene,
on both a stylistic and functional level, in order that he might capture and sustain the
attention of his Anglo-Saxon audience. T. A. Shippey is of the opinion that while
Cynewulf’s style is that of “ a man trained to read and write Latin, and to admire the
orderly progress of a Latin sentence” his deliberate intelligence is nevertheless
transparent, however great the background of Latin literature upon him might be. Shippey
writes;

it 1s clear that he put its (Latin literature’s) lessons to work within the native

tradition of rhetoric, relying hardly at all on the style of his originals... it is this

deep and multi-leveled influence of style which enables Cynewulf to vary

his material. Like the Andreas-poet, he makes something of what might

easily have been depressingly poor stories, the saints’ lives of Elene and

Juliana, his longest works. Both these poems are translations. .. yet the

popularity of such stories (saint’s lives) can seem inexplicable.

Too many of them show a totally uncritical attitude to the miraculous,

and are debased by a respect for spiritual success alone which transforms

central characters into superhuman heroes, whose indifference to pain

deprives them of visible courage and whose contempt for their opponents

leaves them without any sign of charity.... Yet though Cynewulf

translates these stories at times with remarkable fidelity, he also bends

them away from their dangerous naivete... His technique, essentially,

is to build up the forces of evil from the inadequacy of the Latin originals

to a state in which, though finally overcome by miracles, they

have a reasonable being and a certain strength.

(Shippey. T. A. Old English Verse, 167-8)
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Cynewulf employs these type scenes to set up expectations in the reader or listener. For
example, the reader or listener would wonder what had happened to the missing Raven
when the beasts of battle are first mentioned. When the raven, eagle and the wolf appear
later on the side of the Romans, the audience would be assured of a favourable result for
the battle. “In summary, the traditional formulaic poet using type-scene construction
gains certain advantages from his medium. By manipulating recognized patterns already
rich in association, he affords himself possibilities for unity, symmetry, suspense,
foreshadowing, and larger connotations from imagery.”(Fry.D. K. ‘Themes and Type-
Scenes in Elene’, 40-41).

Fry’s argument that Cynewulf manipulates stock literary patterns and themes is supported
by David Rollason who suggests that the poem Elene fits into a tradition of Christian
poetry in the vernacular, written down by churchmen, which uses the imagery of a
warrior society and in particular the heroic style of epic literature i.e. heightened
representation of exciting and crucial situations (hence the concentration on battles and
journeys) coupled with expressive use of metaphor. He suggests that this type of
literature was probably, though not exclusively, aimed at a lay audience(Rollason. D.
Saints and Relics in Anglo-Saxon England, 89).

Cynewulf’s style may therefore be viewed as a tool which he deliberately employs to
capture the attention and imagination of his lay audience, thereby ensuring their
appreciation and acceptance of the realism and excitement of familiar heroic literature
and by association I believe the realism and plausibility of the miracles that will follow.
An example of this is Cynewulf’s elaboration of the messenger’s exhortation of
Constantine. While the source also employs direct speech to relay the messenger’s
message, “Constantine, do not be frightened, but look up to heaven and see”’(Calder D. G
and Allen M. J. B. Sources and Analogues of Old English Poetry, 60). Cynewulf
significantly expands and elaborates the message with kennings, typical of Germanic
heroic poetry;

“Constantinus, heht “e cyning engla,
wryda wealdend, wsre beodan,
dugu adryhten. Neondr d u e,
eah " e el "eodige egesan hwopan,
heardre hilde. uto heofenum beseoh
on wulfres weard, r uwra e findest,
sigores tacen.” (lines 79-85)

Furthermore, the short, staccato sentences of the battle preparations are interrupted by the
description of Constantine’s vision, which returns the narrative to a more continuous line.
According to Daniel Calder this gift of the vision, becomes the most significant means by
which Constantine acquires “a touch of the heavenly aura before he has in fact earned it.”
Although in both the source and the poem, the angel appears as “radiant”
splendidissimus, hwit ond hiwbeorht, Cynewulf expands this portion considerably, and
emphasises twice the revelatory nature of this event;
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a wear on st -pe sylfum - tywed
am casere, 1 he on cor re sw: f|

sigerofum gesegen swefnes woma.
(lines 69-71)

The darkness of battle and night is pushed aside by the bright light fr - twum beorht of the
Cross and the shadows of night break nightehelm toglad. The entire vision sequence is
infused with light and introduces Cynewulf’s original metaphor of light as
representational of knowledge and truth, and darkness as representational of ignorance
and spiritual blindness. Initially Cynewulf applies images of light and song to the
Romans and images of darkness and turbulent motion to the enemy, the Goths.
Eventually Cynewulf will extend this metaphor to represent the knowledge and truth of
the Christian Church and the ignorance and spiritual blindness of the Jews. Thomas Hill
writes that;

“this contrast between the light of Christianity and the darkness of
misbelief is reiterated throughout the poem. But this pattern of imagery
is more than simply a reflection of Cynewulf’s preoccupation with

the struggle between good and evil. For, from the Pauline epistles on,

the imperception of the Jews, was described as blindness.. As Margaret
Schlauch remarks, “Blindness was. .. the most consistent and conspicuous
trait of the allegorical figure of the Synagogue throughout medieval art
and literature. And this pattern of imagery is thus traditionally associated
with the confrontation of Jew and Christian.”

(Hill. T. ‘Sapiential Structure and Figural Narrative in the Old English Elene’,
168-169)

The opening of the poem therefore, as J. Gardner suggests, sets up, both dramatically and
imagistically the theme and pattern of the whole(Gardner. J. ‘Cynewulf’s Elene: Sources
and Structure, p. 68).

Once the vision is complete, Cynewulf returns the narrative to the short, staccato
sentences of the battle. However, during the vision sequence the messenger returns to the
hosts of the pure, on ck-nra gemang(line 96) and through Cynewulf’s repetition of this
phrase in on feonda gemang (line 108) and on gramra gemang(line 118) in the final
confrontation between the Goths and the Romans, the Cross of the vision is linked to
Constantine’s earthly cross.

The final battle scene is again replete with the realistic sounds and horror of battle “the
cracking of shields, cruel sword-chopping, the fierce and bloody antagonists” and
culminates in Constantine’s victory. The Goths flee in panic and terror, while the fear
which Constantine had felt before the vision of the Cross is now replaced with happiness
Cyning w=+ s , y bli'ra ond " e sorgleasra(lines 96-97). The tone of this last section of the
battle is fittingly victorious and triumphant as Constantine jubilantly makes his way back
to his cities;
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Gewat “a heriga helm ham eft anon,
hu e hremig, (hild w -s gesceaden),
wigge geweor od. Com;a wigena hleo
"egna ‘reate ry bold secan,
beadurof cyning burga neosan. (lines 148-153)

But Constantine is still a pagan king and upon his return home (as in the sources) he
gathers together the wisest of his kingdom, whose purpose it is to reveal to him the
meaning of the emblem of the Cross. This gathering of the wisest of Constantine’s
subjects finds a parallel in the subsequent meetings which Elene will hold initially with
the wisest of the Jews and then with Judas. “The major difference between this first
council and the numerous Jewish assemblies is patent: without hesitation the ‘wisest’ of
the wise among the Romans identify the tree as Christ’s Cross, and those Christians then
living in Rome materialise with ‘light hearts and rejoicing in soul’ to corroborate this
identification” (Calder. D. Cynewulf, 109).

Through the study of the scripture, Constantine learns, as in his source, of the murder of
Christ. However, Cynewulf alone and not his source, treats Satan’s seduction of the Jews
as a trick played by a usurper king on a tumultuous crowd (lines 208-211). Once
Constantine is in possession of the knowledge of the Crucifixion and of the Holy Trinity,
he converts immediately, “making his conversion effortless, sudden and rational”
(Calder. D. Cynewulf, 109).

According to Calder, further examples of Cynewulf’s expansions of his source can be
seen in his treatment of the Cross. Unlike his source, Cynewulf’s poetic elaborations
constitute a vision of the ultimate reality the Cross embodies; here the Cross is not just a
holy relic with special powers to protect the emperor against the invading Huns.
Cynewulf’s first presentation of the Rood does not simply serve a military function, but
symbolises the whole universal Christian order. Constantine, Judas and Cynewulf must
become servants of the Cross through their conversions; however, in Elene this vision of
the Cross shows what it is they must devote themselves to before, in fact, that Cross is
found and transformed into the radiant Rood that appears to Constantine(Calder D.
Cynewulf, 109).

Thus, Cynewulf establishes in the first section of the poem a pattern of strife, revelation
and conversion, which will be continued and extended in the subsequent two sections.
Through his original use of patterning, repetition, elements of realism and suspense he
captures his audience’s attentions and through Constantine’s conversion begins to
persuade his audience of the superiority of Christianity.

In response to his new-found Christianity, Constantine sends his mother Elene to
Jerusalem to discover the whereabouts of the True Cross. The sea journey which Elene
undertakes is original to Cynewulf. He uses this journey as a continuity device, to bridge
the physical distance between Rome and Israel as well as to facilitate the transition of the
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bronte brim isan. Bord oft onfeng

ofer earhgeblond y a swengas;

s- swinsade. Ne hyrdeicsi ner

on egstreame idese |.-dan,

on merestr-te, m-gen f gerre.

" rmeahte gesion, se onesi beheold,
brecan ofer b~ weg, brimwudu snyrgan
under swellingum, s mearh plegean,

wadan w- gflotan.
(lines 225-246)

As Cynewulf invests his text with elements of realism, so too does he invest the character
of Elene with realistic qualities. According to Daniel Calder some scholars identify Elene
as a figure of Ecclesia, the Church Militant, that spiritual body which Constantine
married to the secular imperium of Rome. Since she accepts her mission without
hesitation or equivocation, she is the Church Militant setting out to erase spiritual
darkness and establish the true faith; “The diction may be that of the Germanic heroic
poem, but Elene, the ‘war-queen’ (gufcwen) combines the Christian saint, the figure of
Mary and the Church striving against the very evil that has kept the Cross hidden and the
Jews in dark ignorance (Calder. D. Cynewulf, 110). According to Thomas Hill this raises
the question whether Elene herself is not presented typologically as a figure of the
Church confronting the Synagogue(Hill. T. ‘Sapiential Structure and Figural Narrative in
the Old English Elene’, 166).

Catherine Regan states that although Elene’s function is clearly if superficially explained
by her actions, there is added support outside the poem for the appropriateness of seeing
her as a figure of the Church since Cynewulf was writing (as has been stated earlier) in
the shadow of the great missionary spirit of the seventh and eighth centuries. “Elene
dramatizes the function of the Church Militant — to lead men to eternal life — through her
relationship with the Jews and Judas. In her missionary role, Elene preaches the Gospel
to the Jews and Judas, who after considerable struggle, come to accept the Christian
message by acknowledging the meaning of the Cross”(Regan. C. ‘Cynewulf’s Elene’,
30).

However, Alexandra Hennessey Olsen points out that critics such as Calder fail to note
that in Germanic tradition, women normally use speech rather than action to achieve their
purposes, but that they resort to action when speech fails. Unlike the Latin Helena of the
source, who knows Old Testament and classical history and can discuss both the prophets
and the Fall of Troy, Cynewulf places a special emphasis on Elene’s ability to remember
past events and remind her audience of them.

According to Olsen, Elene’s qualities, severity of mind, tenacity of purpose, and courage
link her to those “half-mortal, half-supernatural beings called idis in Old High German,
ides in Old English, and dis in Old Norse.” Olsen further points out that the ides in
heroic poetry is characterised by acuity and wisdom which is buttressed by sagacity of
speech and she suggests that Elene manifests this aspect when she repeatedly commands
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and goads the Jewish elders and warriors to reveal the whereabouts of the true cross. She
suggests that in particular, Cynewulf makes Elene resemble the women of Germanic
tradition who admonish their male kinsmen to act in accordance with the heroic code, or
what Michael Murphy defines as the “strong-willed and forceful women of the sagas”
who, as Carol. J. Clover emphasises, use both speech and actions in scenes of “Av—1 or
incitement” to action. (Olsen. A. H. ‘Cynewulf’s Autonomous Women’, 225).

Olsen cites the example of Laxd- la Saga, in which Thorgerthr Egilsdottir incites her sons
to avenge their murdered brother and finally accompanies them on their journey because
they need bryning “something to egg them on”. Olsen concludes that while women in old
Norse texts are not passive, they are usually ‘taunters’ who do not themselves participate
personally in the feuds;

Elene uses the various tactics found among Old Norse heroic women at various
times in her quest for the True Cross. ....Elene is characterized by speech acts
and by the poet’s concern with the ethical use of speech, and Cynewulf uses
formulaic language like ma_elode, “spoke formally”, wi  ingode “addressed”,
and wordum (ge)negan “approach like words” to emphasize the importance

of speech in his poem. At this point I would like to observe that his use of such
verbs- in contrast to the use of dixit “said” throughout the Inventio — suggests
that Cynewulf expected his audience to compare Elene to Germanic secular
heroic women... Elene sometimes resembles women like Thorgerthr, using
speech to incite men to action as she does when she orders Cyriacus to find

the Nails. Sometimes, however, she acts when other courses fail, especially

in the case which has caused critics to heap opprobrium upon her, ordering
Judas incarcerated without food or water.

(Olsen. A. H. ‘Cynewulf’s Autonomous Women’, 225-226)

It is my opinion that by failing to respond to Elene as primarily a Germanic heroic
woman and choosing to view her solely as an allegorical counter in a typological
narrative, the modern reader deprives Elene of her realism, a realism which would have
been glaringly evident to Cynewulf’s Anglo-Saxon audience and which 1 believe
Cynewulf obviously intended, since this realism with which the character of Elene is
invested in turn lends realism and plausibility to the miracles which occur later in the
narrative. I view the character of Elene as a deliberate combination of both the allegorical
and the realistic. Similarly the character of Judas may be interpreted as possessing both
typological significance and elements of realism, which I will illustrate later.

Upon her arrival in Jerusalem Elene immediatley calls a council of the wisest Jewish
men. By repeating the pattern of narrative of Constantine’s gathering of the wise
Christian men in the gathering of the Jews, Cynewulf draws the attention of his audience
to the differences between the two situations which at first appear similar. As the wisest
of the Romans immediately reveal the truth, the wisest of the Jews refuse to reveal the
truth;
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suspenderunt patres nostri) with Christian diction and a litany of truths central to
Christian doctrine. The unadorned /igni becomes the compound sigebeame(tree of
victory) and the heanne beam (high tree); the simple naming of Christ turns into a
tendentious delineation of his might and sinless state; and the Jewish fathers, given no
motive for their actions in the Latin, are moved by hate in the Old English.

A further feature lacking in Judas’ pre-conversion speech, but present in Elene’s is what
Bjork describes as ‘plurilinear alliteration’. Alliterating sounds rather than confining
themselves to single lines, extend through two or three lines. The plurilinear progression
from sound to sound adds to the speech’s sense of movement, its sense of openness,
urging the reader forward and highlighting a tempo that forcefully punctuates Elene’s
message(Bjork. R. E. The Old English Verse Saints’ Lives, 68 ).

However, after his entombment in the well (a parallel of Christ’s three days in the grave,
before rising from the dead), Judas emerges able to recognise the light of spiritual truth.
Like Constantine, whose initial fear is replaced by spiritual courage, Judas, too,
overcomes his fear and becomes spiritually brave. But with this spiritual conversion
comes a different type of speech pattern.

In his invocation to God, Judas’s previous short conversational sentences are replaced by
a fluid, more complex continuous line, lending a sense of movement and openness to the
speech. The structure is linear, chronologically relating the events of salvation history
from Creation to Doomsday (lines 725-801). Bjork writes;

The logical development of the speech therefore augments the sense of
openness it creates, and both the imperative mood and the alliterative stress,
which here tends to fall on substantives or finite verbs, intensify that sense.
Furthermore, in lines 735b (up), 738b ( inre), 766b ( ‘inum), 796b ( in), and
776b( in) alliteration reinforces a rhetorical point: no longer inward directed
Judas emphasizes forces outside of himself and ceases to focus on the
individual /. In his seventy-six line invocation Judas uses the pronoun “ic” only
twice (788a, 795b), a significant change over his earlier practice. ....In his
invocation Judas demonstrates that his new-found faith causes him to assimilate
not merely articulate, the principal truths of Christianity. He has been

purged, and his dialogue and spiritual state become Elene’s. Here-after,

his new, unified voice appears in his remaining speeches in a consistent

and effective use of iconographic features. Each speech, for example,

is characterized by the imperative mood. And each returns to stressing
substantives and finite verbs, except when disruption of the pattern would

be rhetorically meaningful, as in line 816, where ‘minra’ takes alliterative

stress to emphasize Judas’s individual culpability.

(Bjork. R. E. The Old English Verse Saints’ Lives, 83-85)

From the above stylistic analysis it becomes obvious that Cynewulf does more than
simply translate his Latin source. He carefully expands it with heroic kennings and
manipulates the discourse of his characters to reflect not only their spiritual status, but to
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Ariditas sucum, nerui officia receperunt, in conspectu omnium filio
incolumitas, patri filius restituitur. Inplentur populi stupore miraculi
et in pectoribus omnium fides catholica inculcata firmatur.

(Lib I. Cap XXI, 40-41)
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