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Introduction – The people as ecclesiastical 
community: ethnicity and ecclesiology 
 

 

In 1709, Elizabeth Elstob (1683-1756) published a lavish edition and translation of an Old 
English homily.1  The sermon, by Ælfric of Eynsham (c. 955- c.1020), was intended for the 
feast of Pope St Gregory I (pope 590-604).2 It celebrated Gregory as the “apostle of the 
English people” (Engliscre ðeode apostol), and narrated the famous anecdote of Gregory’s 
encounter with some enslaved youths at a Roman market – an event that allegedly stirred 
his missionary ambitions: 

It happened then at one time, as it yet often does, that English merchants 
brought their wares to Rome, and Gregory went along the street to the 
Englishmen, viewing their things. He then saw among their wares youths placed 
for sale; they were men white of body and fair of face, with noble heads of hair. 
Gregory then beheld the beauty of these lads, and inquired from what people they 
had been brought. Whereupon they said to him that they were from England, 
and that the people of that country were as comely. Gregory then asked whether 
the people of that country were Christians or heathens. They said to him that 
they were heathens. Gregory then from his inward heart drew a long sigh, and 
said, “Alas that men of such fair appearance should be subject to the dark devil.” 
Again he asked what the name of the nation was, whence they came. He was 
answered that they were named Angles. Then said he, “Rightly they are called 
Angles, for they have the beauty of angels, and it is fitting that they should be the 
companions of angels in heaven.”3 

 
1 Elizabeth Elstob, ed. and trans., An English-Saxon Homily on the Birthday of St Gregory, 
Anciently Used in the English-Saxon Church, Giving an Account of the Conversion of the English 
from Paganism to Christianity  (London: W. Bowyer, 1709). On Elstob, see Yvonne Seale, “The 
First Female Anglo-Saxonist,” History Today (2016), online at 
<https://www.historytoday.com/first-female-anglo-saxonist> (accessed 21-06-2019).  
2 On this sermon and Ælfric’s view of Gregory more generally, see Mechthild Gretsch, Ælfric and the 
Cult of Saints in Late Anglo-Saxon England, CSASE 34 (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 
2006), 21-64. 
3 Đa gelamp hit æt sumum sæle, swa swa gyt foroft deð, þæt englisce cypmenn brohton heora ware 
to romana byrig and Gregorius eode be ðære stræt to ðam engliscum mannum heora ðing 
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Following this first meeting with the pagan Angli, as they are called in earlier Latin 
versions of this story, Gregory was determined to bring this people to conversion.4 His 
initial attempt to make the journey to Britain himself was, however, derailed by local 
resistance to his departure. This prompted Gregory to send other missionaries in his 
stead, who, according to these narratives, successfully converted the Angli  and 
established the church in Anglo-Saxon England. As Clare Lees has noted, in Ælfric’s 
version of this story it is the English (englisce) and England (engla lande) that dominate 
the telling of this tale – anachronistic though they are in its late sixth-century setting.5  It 
was precisely this feature that delighted Elstob when her attention was drawn to the 
homily. Her edition was preceded by a lengthy preface, in which she countered 
anticipated objections to her endeavour. After a spirited defence of women’s capacity for 
scholarly work, she shifted to an apology for her chosen subject: 

And the next probably will be this. Admit a Woman may have Learning, is there 
no other kind of Learning to employ her time? What is this Saxon? what has she 
to do with this barbarous antiquated Stuff? so useless, so altogether out of the 
way? … I fear, if things were rightly consider’d, that the charge of Barbarity 
would rather fall upon those who, while they fancy themselves adorn’d with the 
Embellishments of foreign Learning, are ignorant, even to barbarity, of the Faith, 
Religion, the Laws and Customs, and Language of their Ancestors. I assure you, 

 
sceawigende. Þa geseah he betwux ðam warum cypecnihtas gesette, þa wæron hwites lichaman and 
fægeres andwlitan menn, and æðellice gefexode. Gregorius ða beheold þæra cnapena wlite, and 
befran of hwilcere þeode hi gebrohte wæron. Þa sæde him man þæt hi of engla lande wæron and þæt 
ðære ðeode mennisc swa wlitig wære. Eft ða Gregorius befran hwæðer þæs landes folc cristen wære 
ðe hæðen. Him man sæde þæt hi hæðene wæron. Gregorius ða of innweardre heortan langsume 
siccetunge teah and cwæð: Wa la wa, þæt swa fægeres hiwes menn sindon ðam sweartan deofle 
underðeodde. Eft he axode hu ðære ðeode nama wære þe hi of comon. Him wæs geandwyrd þæt hi 
Angle genemnode wæron. Þa cwæð he: Richtlice hi sind Angle gehatene, for ðan ðe hi engla wlite 
habbað, and swilcum gedafenað þæt hi on heofonum engla geferan beon. Malcolm Godden, ed., 
Aelfric’s Catholic Homilies: The Second Series, EETS, Supplementary Series 5 (London: Oxford 
University Press, 1979), 74 (punctuation adapted); translation slightly adapted from Benjamin 
Thorpe, ed. and trans., The Homilies of the Anglo-Saxon Church, vol. 2 (London: Ælfric Society, 
1846), 121. 
4 HE II.1 (132-3); VGr 9 (90) gives the variant Anguli. 
5 Clare Lees, “In Ælfric's Words: Conversion, Vigilance, and the Nation in Aelfric’s Life of Gregory 
the Great” in A Companion to Ælfric, ed. Hugh Magennis and Mary Swan (Leiden: Brill, 2009), 271-
296. 
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these are Considerations which have afforded me no small Encouragement in the 
Prosecution of these Studies.6 

Elstob considered herself a descendant of the same “English-Saxon” people that had 
brought forth Ælfric seven centuries before, not only genetically but also spiritually. 
Ælfric’s homily told “the happy Circumstances of our  Conversion,” that is, “the 
Conversion of this Nation”.7 Both as an Englishwoman and as a member of the Church of 
England, Elstob traced her roots to the Anglo-Saxon era, and sought there the origins for 
her language, her faith, and her nation. In this, she was far from alone. The study of 
Britain’s early medieval history and literature has often been used to provide roots for later 
ethnic and national identities.8 Likewise, a desire to locate the origins of contemporary 
aspects of spirituality, church organization, or theology have often driven and directed the 
study of Anglo-Saxon church history.9 Elstob’s preface provides but one example of how 

 
6 Elstob, ed. and trans., An English-Saxon Homily, v-vi. 
7 Elstob, ed. and trans., An English-Saxon Homily, x, xi, emphases mine; cf. xiii.  
8 Allen J. Frantzen, Desire for Origins: New Language, Old English, and Teaching the Tradition 
(New Brunswick: Rutgers University Press, 1990); Allen J. Frantzen, and John D. Niles, eds., Anglo-
Saxonism and the construction of social identity (Gainesville: University Press of Florida, 1997); 
Haruko Momma, From Philology to English Studies: Language and Culture in the Nineteenth 
Century (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 2012); Rebecca Brackman, The Elizabethan 
Invention of Anglo-Saxon England: Laurence Nowell, William Lambarde and the Study of Old 
English (Woodbridge: D.S. Brewer, 2012); Ian Wood, The Modern Origins of the Early Middle Ages 
(Oxford; New York: Oxford University Press, 2013); John D. Niles, The Idea of Anglo-Saxon 
England 1066-1901: Remembering, Forgetting, Deciphering, and Renewing the Past (Malden: 
Wiley-Blackwell, 2015).  
9 Arthur G. Holder, “Whitby and All That: The Search for Anglican Origins,” Anglican Theological 
Review 85, no. 2 (2003): 231–252; Donna B. Hamilton, “Catholic Use of Anglo-Saxon Precedents, 
1565–1625,” Recusant History 26, no. 4 (2003): 537-555; Felicity Heal, “What can King Lucius do 
for you? The Reformation and the Early British Church,” EHR 120, no. 487 (2005): 593-614 and 
“Appropriating History: Catholic and Protestant Polemics and the National Past,” Huntington 
Library Quarterly 68, no. 1-2 (2005): 109-132; Jack P. Cunningham, “‘A Little World without the 
World’: Ecclesiastical Foundation Myths in English Reformation Thought,” Journal of Anglican 
Studies 9, no. 2 (2011): 198–222, esp. 201-205; Rosamund Oates, “Elizabethan Histories of English 
Christian Origins,” in Sacred History: Uses of the Christian Past in the Renaissance World, ed. 
Katherine Van Liere, Simon Ditchfield, and Howard Louthan (Oxford; New York: Oxford 
University Press, 2012), 165-85; Hugh Magennis, “Not Angles but Anglicans? Reformation and 
Post-Reformation Perspectives on the Anglo-Saxon Church, Part 1: Bede, Ælfric and the Anglo-
Saxon Church in Early Modern England,” English Studies 96, no. 3 (2015): 243-263 and “Not Angles 
but Anglicans? Reformation and Post-Reformation Perspectives on the Anglo-Saxon Church, Part 
II: Seventeenth and Eighteenth Centuries,” English Studies 96, no. 4 (2015): 363-378; James Kirby, 
Historians and the Church of England: Religion and Historical Scholarship, 1870-1920  (Oxford; 
New York: Oxford University Press, 2016), 75-91; Matthew Phillpott, The Reformation of 
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these two strands were so often woven together. For her, there was no divide between 
faith and religion on the one hand, and language, law and customs on the other: both were 
equally involved in what it meant to be English. At the same time, in charging her 
interlocutors with being well-versed in “foreign Learning” but “ignorant … of the Faith 
[and] Religion … of their Ancestors”, Elstob hinted that there was something distinctive 
about the English Christian tradition, even in the early Middle Ages. Like Ælfric before 
her, Elstob used the tale of the encounter between Gregory and the youths at the market 
to connect her people with her church, and to give that connection a history stretching 
back to the sixth century. 
 
This thesis also concerns itself with the connection between people and church in the 
early Anglo-Saxon period. But rather than work backwards from contemporary identities 
in an attempt to trace their roots, it seeks to examine the multiplicity of early medieval 
attitudes towards ethnicity in thinking about and ordering the church. Modern 
scholarship on ethnicity in the early Middle Ages has devoted considerable effort to 
challenging the easy assumption that the “English” of the seventh century were the same 
as the English of the eighteenth century, or even the tenth.10 Recognizing peoples as 
constructed social realities, “imagined communities” in Benedict Anderson’s often-
borrowed phrase, has allowed scholars to study the factors that enabled their imagining, 
and that led to them being imagined in ever new ways over time.11 The understanding that 
“ethnic units are the result of history” leads to the conclusion that peoples 

 
England's Past: John Foxe and the Revision of History in the Late Sixteenth Century  (New York: 
Routledge, 2018), chapter 5. 
10 As Stephen Harris notes, “[t]he term ‘Anglo-Saxon’ lends a false sense of continuity to the 
grouped individuals we are querying. [I contend that] the ‘Anglo-Saxon’ of the age of Bede is not the 
same as the ‘Anglo-Saxon’ of the age of Alfred, and that whenever we speak of their stories we are 
actually talking about two different theys.” Stephen J. Harris, Race and Ethnicity in Anglo-Saxon 
Literature, Studies in Medieval History and Culture 24 (New York: Routledge, 2003), 35. See also 
Stephen J. Harris, “The Alfredian World History and Anglo-Saxon Identity,” JEGP 100 (2001): 
482–510. 
11 Benedict Anderson, Imagined Communities: Reflections on the Origin and Spread of Nationalism, 
revised edition (London; New York: Verso, 2006 (first published 1983). Anderson applied the phrase 
especially to nations, but also noted that in a sense “all communities … are imagined” (6). Barbara 
Yorke has argued that “[t]he Anglo-Saxon evidence seems to fit with Benedict Anderson’s classic 
definition of a nation as ‘an imagined community’.” Barbara Yorke, “Political and Ethnic Identity: A 
Case Study of Anglo-Saxon Practice,” in Social Identity in Early Medieval Britain, ed. William O. 
Frazer and Andrew Tyrell (London; New York: Leicester University Press, 2000), 69-89, at 88. For 
more theoretical work on medieval ethnicity, and especially the applicability of the concept of 
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... can have a beginning and an end; their composition changes; and their 
development is not the result of inherent ‘national’ characteristics, but is 
influenced by a variety of political, economic, and cultural factors.12 

Debate continues over exactly which factors contributed to the formation and 
development of early medieval peoples, and what the relative importance of these factors 
was.13 In the case of the emerging English people, scholars have identified many elements 
which may have contributed to a sense of commonality among the disparate Anglo-Saxon 
tribes and polities: a cultural memory of migration, similar customs, laws, and social 
structures, a common language, and belief in a shared ancestry.14 Another contributing 
factor was probably contact with other peoples in relation to whom the Anglo-Saxons 
were able to define themselves, such as the Britons.15 Another area of debate is how 
flexible individual ethnicity was in the early Middle Ages. In an influential article on 
ethnicity as a situational construct, Patrick Geary argues that medieval elites chose their 
ethnic affiliations for political reasons.16 Robert Bartlett agrees that “[d]ifferent identities 

 
ethnicity to the Middle Ages, see Thomas Hahn, ed., Race and Ethnicity in the Middle Ages, Journal 
of Medieval and Early Modern Studies 31, no. 1 (Durham: Duke University Press, 2001); especially 
Robert Bartlett, “Medieval and Modern Concepts of Race and Ethnicity,” Race and Ethnicity in the 
Middle Ages, ed. Thomas Hahn, Journal of Medieval and Early Modern Studies 31, no. 1 (2001): 39–
56; Lisa Lampert, “Race, Periodicity, and the (Neo-) Middle Ages,” Modern Language Quarterly 65, 
no. 3 (2004): 391–421; Andrew Gillett, ed., On Barbarian Identity: Critical Approaches to Ethnicity 
in the Early Middle Ages, Studies in the Early Middle Ages 4 (Turnhout: Brepols, 2002). 
12 Walter Pohl, “Conceptions of Ethnicity in Early Medieval Studies,” Archaeologia Polona 29 (1991): 
39-49, at 40. 
13 Andrew Gillet, “Ethnogenesis: A Contested Model for Early Medieval Europe,” History Compass 
4, no. 2 (2006): 241-260, discusses one prominent model. 
14 On migration: Nicholas Howe, Migration and Mythmaking in Anglo-Saxon England (Notre 
Dame: University of Notre Dame Press, 1989); Nicholas Howe, Writing the Map of Anglo-Saxon 
England: Essays in Cultural Geography (Yale University Press, 2008), 47–72; Michelet, Creation, 
Migration, and Conquest; on material culture: John Hines, “The Becoming of the English: Identity, 
Material Culture and Language in Early Anglo-Saxon England,” ASSAH 7 (1994): 49–59; on 
language: T.M. Charles-Edwards, “The Making of Nations in Britain and Ireland in the Early 
Middle Ages,” in Lordship and Learning: Studies in Memory of Trevor Aston, ed. R. Evans 
(Woodbridge: Boydell, 2004), 12–24; on beliefs about a common past: Barbara Yorke, “Anglo-Saxon 
Origin Legends,” in Myth, Rulership, Church and Charters: Essays in Honour of Nicholas Brooks, 
ed. Julia Barrow, Andrew Wareham and Nicholas Brooks (Aldershot: Ashgate, 2008), 15–29. 
15 Alfred P. Smyth, “The Emergence of English Identity,” in Medieval Europeans: Studies in Ethnic 
Identity and National Perspectives in Medieval Europe, ed. Alfred P. Smyth (London: Macmillan, 
1998), 24-52, at 28–31. 
16 Patrick J. Geary, “Ethnicity as a Situational Construct in the Early Middle Ages,” Mitteilungen der 
anthropologischen Gesellschaft in Wien 113 (1983): 15–26. 
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can be asserted in different situations.”17 Although he also identifies certain “raw materials 
from which race or ethnicity can be constructed”, the traits he considers most important – 
language, custom and law – are all malleable.18 On the other hand, Walter Pohl stresses 
that to the historical subjects themselves, ethnicity may not have felt like a choice or a 
construct. Indeed, he suggests that the defining characteristic of ethnicity is that 
“whatever distinctive features serve as ‘boundary markers’, they are perceived as 
expressions of an innermost self, an ingrained common nature.”19 Pointing out the 
etymological associations with origins and procreation contained in the Latin gens, the 
most common word for people in the early Middle Ages, as well as the related words natio 
and genus, Pohl argues that, in the early Middle Ages, “gentes were understood as ‘having 
a common origin,’ regardless of whether or not the people in question actually did.”20 
Scholars are therefore faced with the question, as Erica Buchberger recently articulated, 
“how, despite the apparent paradox, the reality of social construction could coexist with 
the idea of permanence in people’s minds and affect their interactions with each other...”21 
Buchberger argues that in order to understand this apparent paradox, we must take 
seriously “that ethnicity and ethnic discourse could be ‘real’ and ‘natural’ phenomena in 
people’s minds” and study how “authors use[d] ethnic visions of community … in concert 
with … other identities to both describe and shape their social landscape”.22 Pohl has 
recently advanced similar methodological arguments, suggesting that rather than 
formulate and apply definitions of ethnicity, scholars should consider how early medieval 
authors used ethnic language: how “a people or peoples in general were regarded by 
contemporaries”, and “how the salience and meaning of ethnicity … differed in different 
contexts...”23 This, he suggests, can be done by examining “acts of identification on 
several levels: of individuals or small groups with a larger social group, the collective self-
representation of a group as such and outside perceptions.”24 While evidence of individual 

 
17 Bartlett, “Medieval and modern concepts,” 40. 
18 Bartlett, “Medieval and modern concepts,” 40. 
19 Pohl, “Introduction: Ethnicity, Religion and Empire,” 10. 
20 Walter Pohl, “Ethnonyms and Early Medieval Ethnicity: Methodological Reflections,” Hungarian 
Historical Review 7, no. 1 (2018): 5–17, at 11-12, cf. 14: “… ethnicity can most easily be studied on 
the discursive level as a way of structuring the social world…” 
21 Erica Buchberger, Shifting Ethnic Identities in Spain and Gaul, 500-700: From Romans to Goths 
and Franks (Amsterdam: Amsterdam University Press, 2017), 21. 
22 Buchberger, Shifting Ethnic Identities, 21-22. 
23 Pohl, “Ethnonyms and Early Medieval Ethnicity,” 12. 
24 Walter Pohl, “Comparing Communities—The Limits of Typology,” History and Anthropology 
26, no. 1 (2015): 18-35, at 22. 
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self-identification in the early Middle Ages is rare, sources that point to collective self-
representations and outside perceptions are relatively plentiful.25 
 
This thesis addresses the way ideas about ethnicity shaped both the theology and the 
organizational shape of the Christian church in early Anglo-Saxon England and so brings 
together two sets of “visions of community”: the ethnic and the ecclesiological. Previous 
scholarship has already demonstrated that the church played an important part in the 
process of (re-)imagining an English people in the early Middle Ages.26 But not only was 
the church important the construction of ethnicity; peoples were important to thinking 
about the church. Recent work by Gerda Heydemann and Walter Pohl has suggested that 
early medieval theologians thought of peoples as “essential actors in the history of 
salvation”.27 Other scholars have pointed to the importance of peoples or nations to the 
organization of the church in the early Middle Ages. Peter Brown characterized the early 
medieval church as a “patchwork of adjacent but separate micro-Christendoms”, the 
organically grown answer to the question of “how to reconcile a universal Christianity 

 
25 Pohl, “Comparing Communities,” 23-24. The construction of ethnic communities in the early 
medieval west is explored in (for example) the essays in Walter Pohl and Helmut Reimitz, eds., 
Strategies of Distinction: The Construction of Ethnic Communities, 300-800, Transformation of 
the Roman World 2 (Leiden; Boston: Brill, 1998); Walter Pohl and Gerda Heydemann, eds., 
Strategies of Identification: Ethnicity and Religion in Early Medieval Europe, Cultural Encounters 
in Late Antique History and the Middle Ages 13 (Turnhout: Brepols, 2013). 
26 Patrick Wormald, “Bede, the bretwaldas and the origins of the gens Anglorum,” in Ideal and 
Reality in Frankish and Anglo-Saxon Society, ed. P. Wormald, D. Bullough, and R. Collins 
(Oxford: Blackwell, 1983), 99–129; Sarah Foot, “The making of Angelcynn: English identity before 
the Norman Conquest,” TRHS, sixth series, 6 (1996): 25-49; Nicholas Brooks, “Canterbury, Rome, 
and the Construction of English Identity,” in Early Medieval Rome and the Christian West: Essays 
in Honour of Donald A. Bullough, ed. Julia M.H. Smith (Leiden: Brill, 2000), 221-46; Anton Scharer, 
“Die Rolle der Kirche bei der Identitätsbildung der Angelsachsen,” in Die Suche nach den 
Ursprüngen: von der Bedeutung des frühen Mittelalters, ed. Walter Pohl (Vienna: Verlag der 
Österreichischen Akademie der Wissenschaften, 2004), 255–60. 
27 Walter Pohl, “Introduction: Ethnicity, Religion and Empire,” in Visions of Community in the 
Post-Roman World: The West, Byzantium and the Islamic World, 300-1100, ed. Walter Pohl, 
Clemens Gantner and Richard E. Payne (Farnham: Ashgate, 2012), 1-23, at 5. Gerda Heydemann, 
“Biblical Israel and the Christian gentes: Social Metaphors and the Language of Identity in 
Cassiodorus’s Expositio psalmorum,” in Strategies of Identification: Ethnicity and Religion in Early 
Medieval Europe, ed. Walter Pohl and Gerda Heydemann (Turnhout: Brepols, 2013), 143-208; 
Gerda Heydemann, “People(s) of God? Biblical Exegesis and the Language of Community in Late 
Antique and Early Medieval Europe,” in Meanings of Community across Medieval Eurasia: 
Comparative Approaches, Brill’s Series on the Early Middle Ages 25, ed. Eirik Hovden, Christina 
Lutter and Walter Pohl (Leiden; Boston: Brill, 2016), 25-60. 
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with the conditions of a highly regionalized world.”28  Earlier, Yves Congar painted a very 
similar picture of “national or ethnic churches”  or “churches of the peoples” of the eighth 
and ninth centuries, which nevertheless “had a vivid understanding of being united by one 
and the same faith and forming one body under one head, Christ.”29 Mayke de Jong has 
also emphasized the theological importance attached to unity, and criticized approaches 
to early medieval Christianity that place too strong an emphasis on its local aspect, making 
Brown’s “micro-Christendoms” into Landeskirchen which “identified with kings and 
kingdoms, rather than with Rome, and therefore lost touch with the ideal of Christian 
universality embodied in the papacy.”30 De Jong argued that this universal ideal, coupled 
with the reality of ecclesial structures tied to bounded polities, led to a “pervasive tension 
within early medieval religious discourse between particularized religious communities 
that initially coincided with gentes [peoples], and the lingering idea that the ecclesia 
[church] had once transcended such boundaries.”31 De Jong’s analysis focused primarily 
on the continental context, but Fabienne Michelet has identified a similar tension as an 
important theme in some Old English literature.32 And, although Patrick Wormald and 
others have repeatedly stressed the importance of the Northumbrian monk and scholar 
Bede (d. 735) to the development and spread of the idea of an English people,33 Bede was 
also concerned to locate this English people within the wider framework of universal 
history.34 Some ten years after Bede’s death, the Anglo-Saxon missionary Boniface 

 
28 Peter Brown, The Rise of Western Christendom: Triumph and Diversity, A.D. 200-1000, tenth 
anniversary revised edition (Chichester: John Wiley & Sons, 2012), 354, 15. 
29 Yves Congar, L’ecclesiologie du haut moyen age  (Paris: Cerf, 1968), 131–133, my translation. 
30 Mayke de Jong, “Ecclesia and the Early Medieval Polity,” in Staat im frühen Mittelalter, ed. Stuart 
Airlie, Walter Pohl and Helmut Reimitz, Forschüngen zur Geschichte des Mittelalters 11 (Vienna: 
Verlag der Österreichischen Akademie der Wissenschaften, 2006), 113-32, at 116. 
31 De Jong, “Ecclesia,” 118. 
32 Fabienne Michelet, Creation, Migration, and Conquest: Imaginary Geography and Sense of Space 
in Old English Literature  (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 2006), 17–18, 167. 
33 Wormald, “Bede, the bretwaldas and the origins of the gens Anglorum”; Patrick Wormald, “The 
Venerable Bede and the ‘Church of the English’,” in The English Religious Tradition and the 
Genius of Anglicanism, ed. G. Rowell (Nashville: Abingdon, 1992), 13–32; Patrick Wormald, “Engla 
Lond: The Making of an Allegiance,” Journal of Historical Sociology 7, no. 1 (1994): 1–24; H.E.J. 
Cowdrey, “Bede and the ‘English People,’” Journal of Religious History 11 (1981): 501–523; Sarah 
Foot, “The making of Angelcynn”; Georges Tugene, L’image de la nation anglaise dans l’Histoire 
ecclésiastique de Bède le Vénérable (Strassbourg: Presses universitaires de Strasbourg, 2001). A note 
of caution is sounded by George Molyneaux, “The Old English Bede: English Ideology or Christian 
Instruction?” EHR 124, no. 511 (2009): 1289-1323. 
34 Diarmuid Scully, “Bede’s Chronica Maiora: Early Insular History in a Universal Context,” in 
Anglo-Saxon/Irish Relations before the Vikings, ed. James Graham-Campbell and Michael Ryan, 
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addressed a letter to “all catholics of the English race”, a letter which highlighted both his 
commitment to universal mission and his sense of belonging to a particular ethnic 
community.35 His words echoed the earlier dedication of an anonymous penitential text, 
composed c. 700, to “all English catholics”.36 The “pervasive tension” between ethnic 
particularism and Christian universalism which De Jong identified as a feature of the early 
medieval church, is therefore also evident in Anglo-Saxon England by the early eighth 
century. 
 
How did the leaders of the early Anglo-Saxon church navigate this tension, and how did 
they reflect on the place of peoples in the church? What was the role of peoples in Anglo-
Saxon ecclesiology? It is this question that this thesis seeks to answer. It does so by 
addressing matters of church organization, but also by exploring Anglo-Saxon theological 
reflection on the nature of the church.37 The central argument of this thesis is that, in early 
Anglo-Saxon England, the people as a collective was understood and used in various ways 
as a mediating ecclesiological category between the local and the universal church. This 
was possible because Anglo-Saxons understood themselves and others as belonging to 
multiple ethnic communities, each of which had the potential to find some form of 
expression in the literature, liturgy, or structure of the early medieval church. In other 
words, in early Anglo-Saxon England, peoples as “imagined communities” were imagined 
simultaneously as ecclesiastical communities of various kinds. 
 

 
Proceedings of the British Academy 157 (Oxford: Oxford University Press for the British Academy, 
2009), 47–74; Georges Tugène, “L’histoire «ecclésiastique» du peuple anglais. Réflexions sur le 
particularisme et l’universalisme chez Bède,” Recherches Augustiniennes et Patristiques 17 (1982): 
129-172. 
35 … catholicis … de stirpe et prosapia Anglorum, Tangl 46 (74). 
36 … universis Anglorum catholicis… Paul Willem Finsterwalder, ed., Untersuchungen zu den 
Bußbüchern des 7., 8. Und 9. Jahrhunderts, 1. Band: Die Canones Theodori Cantuariensis und ihre 
Überlieferungsformen (Weimar: Hermann Böhlaus Nachfolger, 1929), 28. 
37 Roger Haight has identified five areas that ecclesiology addresses: the nature of the church, its 
institutional or organizational form, its membership, its activities, and lastly its boundaries and how 
it relates to the world beyond these. This thesis will concentrate on the first two of these, while 
touching tangentially upon the other three. Roger D. Haight, Christian Community in History, vol. 
3: Ecclesial Existence (London/New York: Continuum, 2008), 25-26. 
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Background: Christianity and ethnicity in early 
medieval Britain, 300-700 

Although Ælfric presented the events of Gregory’s pontificate as the starting point for 
Anglo-Saxon Christianity, the history of the Christian faith in the British Isles had begun 
long before. There is some evidence for Christian communities in Britain in the third 
century, and British delegates attended the Council of Arles (314), including the bishops of 
London, York, and Lincoln.38 The extent to which Roman Britain was Christianized has 
been debated, but as Barbara Yorke has pointed out, the participation of several British 
bishops and other clergy from all the Roman provinces of Britannia in a council in the early 
fourth century “could suggest that the church was relatively well established in Britain 
before the edict of Milan.”39 Presumably, the church would only have become more firmly 
established as Christianity became the primary religion of the empire. However, the sack 
of Rome in 410 led to Roman troops and administration being withdrawn from Britain. 
What exactly happened next remains obscure, but by the time the Gregorian mission set 
out, a new language and culture had become dominant in the areas that became Anglo-
Saxon England. To what extent this involved the replacing of one population with 
another, and to what extent the linguistic and cultural shifts of the fifth and sixth 
centuries can be explained by existing populations adopting new customs and identities, 
remains a subject of debate.40 Whatever the genetic heritage of the early medieval 
inhabitants of the south-eastern part of Britain was, they came to be perceived as the 
offspring of Germanic migrants from the continent by those who produced the historical 
sources we have for this period. Following long-standing convention, they are referred to 

 
38 Barbara Yorke, The Conversion of Britain: Religion, Politics and Society in Britain, c.600-800 
(Harlow: Pearson Education, 2006), 109-110. 
39 Yorke, Conversion of Britain, 110. 
40 See the essays in N.J. Higham, ed., Britons in Anglo-Saxon England, Manchester Centre for 
Anglo-Saxon Studies 7 (Woodbridge: Boydell, 2007); John Moreland, “Going native, becoming 
German: Isotopes and identities in late Roman and early medieval England,” postmedieval 1, no. 1-2 
(2010): 142-9; Ann Williams, “Why are the English not Welsh?” in Nations in Medieval Britain, ed. 
Hirokazu Tsurushima (Donington: Shaun Tyas, 2010), 19-31; John Insley, “Britons and Anglo-
Saxons,” in Kulturelle Integration und Personennamen im Mittelalter, ed. Wolfgang Haubrichs and 
Christa Jochum-Godglück (Berlin; Boston: De Gruyter, 2019), 254-276. Unfortunately, I have not 
been able to consult the recently published work of Susan Oosthuizen, The Emergence of the 
English, ARC – Past Imperfect (Amsterdam: Amsterdam University Press, 2019). 
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here as “Anglo-Saxons”, a term which first came into use in the eighth century.41  Unlike 
in Roman Britain, where the primary religion had been Christianity, fifth- and sixth-
century Anglo-Saxon culture was pagan.42 While there is evidence to suggest the 
continued presence of a Christian minority in most parts of Anglo-Saxon England 
throughout the fifth and sixth centuries (and Ian Wood has suggested that the Christian 
tradition may have had some influence on the character of Anglo-Saxon paganism), the 
administrative structures of the Romano-British church were severely disrupted and 
probably disappeared everywhere except in the west.43 The first recorded Anglo-Saxon 
conversions to Christianity occurred only in the late sixth and early seventh centuries.44 
These took place at the highest level of Anglo-Saxon society: the royal courts.45  

 
41 S. Reynolds, “What Do We Mean by Anglo-Saxon and the Anglo-Saxons?,” Journal of British 
Studies 24, no. 4 (1985): 395-414, at 397–399; Walter Pohl, “Ethnic Names and Identities in the 
British Isles: A Comparative Perspective,” in The Anglo-Saxons from the Migration Period to the 
Eighth Century: An Ethnographic Perspective, ed. John Hines, Studies in Historical 
Archaeoethnology 2 (Woodbridge; Rochester: Boydell, 1997), 7-40, at 21-22. On the adoption of the 
name “Anglo-Saxons” by King Alfred (d. 899), see J.L. Nelson, “The Political Ideas of Alfred of 
Wessex,” in Kings and Kingship in Medieval Europe, ed. A.J. Duggan, Medieval Studies 10 
(London: Kings College London Centre for Late Antique and medieval Studies, 1993), 125-58, at 
154–155; Simon Keynes, “King Alfred and the Mercians,” in Kings, Currency and Alliances: History 
and Coinage in Southern England in the Ninth Century, ed. M.A.S. Blackburn and David N. 
Dumville (Woodbridge: Boydell, 1998), 18-46, at 25–27; Nicholas Brooks, “English Identity from 
Bede to the Millennium (The Henry Loyn Memorial Lecture),” Haskins Society Journal 7 (2004): 33-
51, at 47. 
42 On Anglo-Saxon paganism, see e.g. David Wilson, Anglo-Saxon Paganism (London; New York: 
Routledge, 1992); Martin Carver, Alexandra Sanmark, and Sarah Semple, eds., Signals of Belief in 
Early England: Anglo-Saxon Paganism Revisited (Oxford: Oxbow Books, 2010).  
43 Ian Wood, “Some Historical Re-Identifications and the Christianization of Kent,” in 
Christianizing Peoples and Converting Individuals, ed. Guyda Armstrong and Ian N. Wood, 
International Medieval Research 7 (Turnhout: Brepols, 2000), 27-35, at 30; Jane Stevenson, 
“Christianity in Sixth- and Seventh-Century Southumbria,” in The Age of Sutton Hoo: The 
Seventh Century in North-Western Europe, ed. Martin Carver (Woodbridge: Boydell, 1992), 175-
83; Rob Meens, “A Background to Augustine’s Mission to Anglo-Saxon England,” ASE 23 (1994): 5-
17. 
44 In addition to Yorke, Conversion of Britain, two overviews of the conversion period are Henry 
Mayr-Harting, The Coming of Christianity to Anglo-Saxon England, third edition (University 
Park: Penn State University Press, 1991) (first published 1972) and Malcolm Lambert, Christians 
and Pagans: the Conversion of Britain from Alban to Bede (New Haven; London: Yale University 
Press, 2010). 
45 Arnold Angenendt, “The Conversion of the Anglo-Saxons Considered Against the Background of 
the Early Medieval Mission,” Settimane di studio del Contro italiano di studi sull’ alto medioevo 32 
(1986): 748–754; N.J. Higham, The Convert Kings: Power and Religious Affiliation in Early Anglo-
Saxon England (Manchester; New York: Manchester University Press, 1997); Barbara Yorke, “The 
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There were numerous kingdoms of various sizes in early Anglo-Saxon England, which 
were in constant competition with one another.46 On the whole, the tendency over time 
was the consolidation of power as larger kingdoms absorbed smaller ones. Successful 
kings could also exert influence over other kingdoms, and some form of overlordship 
seems to have been recognized, but not institutionalized.47 Kings, sub-kings, and other 
rulers whose relationships to one another are unclear to us thus held power 
simultaneously in the kingdoms of Britain.48 It was the kingdom of Kent, geographically 
and politically closest to Francia, that first welcomed the missionaries sent by pope 
Gregory and headed by Augustine (d. 609).49 Gregory’s commentary on Job, written 
before the mission of Augustine was dispatched, had already rejoiced that “the tongue of 
Britain, which knew nothing but barbarous gnashing, has now begun to resound in divine 
praise with the Hebrew ‘alleluia’.”50 This suggests that Gregory knew there was already a 

 
Reception of Christianity at the Anglo-Saxon Royal Courts,” in St Augustine and the Conversion of 
England, ed. Richard Gameson (Stroud: Sutton, 1999), 152–173, and “The Adaptation of the Anglo-
Saxon Royal Courts to Christianity,” in The Cross Goes North: Processes of Conversion in 
Northern Europe, AD 300-1300, ed. Martin Carver (Woodbridge: Boydell, 2006), 243–257; Damien 
Tyler, “Reluctant Kings and Christian Conversion in Seventh-Century England,” History 92, no. 
306 (2007): 144-61. 
46 For a history of the early Anglo-Saxon kingdoms, see Barbara Yorke, Kings and Kingdoms of 
Early Anglo-Saxon England  (London: Routledge, 1990). 
47 On the language of kingship, overlordship, and the question of what the terms used designate, see 
David N. Dumville, “The Terminology of Overkingship in Early Anglo-Saxon England,” in The 
Anglo-Saxons from the Migration Period to the Eighth Century: An Ethnographic Perspective, ed. 
John Hines, Studies in Historical Archaeoethnology 2 (Woodbridge; Rochester: Boydell, 1997), 
345–365; Anton Scharer, “Die Intitulationes der angelsächsischen Könige im 7. und 8. 
Jahrhundert,” in Intitulatio 3: Lateinische Herrschertitel und Herrschertitulaturen vom 7. bis zum 
13. Jahrhundert, ed. Harald Kleinschmidt, Herwig Wolfram and Anton Scharer, Mitteilungen des 
Instituts für österreichische Geschichtsforschung Ergänzungsband 29 (Graz; Vienna: Böhlaus 
Nachfolger, 1988), 9–74, reprinted in Changing Perspectives on England and the Continent in the 
Early Middle Ages (Farnham: Ashgate Variorum, 2014), no. VI; Barbara Yorke, “The Vocabulary of 
Anglo-Saxon Overlordship,” ASSAH 2 (1981): 171–200; Wormald, “Bede, the bretwaldas and the 
origins of the gens Anglorum.” 
48 James Campbell, “Secular and Political Contexts,” in The Cambridge Companion to Bede, ed. 
Scott DeGregorio (Cambridge; New York: Cambridge University Press, 2010), 25-39, at 26–27. 
49 Augustine had been a monk in Gregory’s community. That Augustine was a monk may have 
helped safeguard him against accusations of interfering in areas under the jurisdiction of British 
bishops. Roy Flechner, “Pope Gregory and the British: mission as a canonical problem,” Histoires 
des Bretagnes 5: En Marge, ed. H. Bouget and Magali Coumert (Brest: Université de Bretagne 
occidentale, 2015), 47–65. 
50 … ecce lingua Britanniae, quae nihil aliud nouerat, quam barbarum frendere, iam dudum in diuinis 
laudibus Hebraeum coepit Aalleluia resonare. Marcus Adriaen, ed., S. Gregorii Magni Moralia in 
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Christian presence in Britain.51 However, he also knew that the people he thought of as 
Angli were pagans. He had begun making arrangements for their evangelization at least as 
early as 595, when he wrote to Candidus asking him to purchase Anglo-Saxon boys aged 
seventeen or eighteen, who could then be trained in monasteries – perhaps in preparation 
for missionary work among their own people.52 Whether this plan ever came to fruition is 
unknown. By the summer of 596, Gregory had received reports that the Angli were eager 
to receive the gospel and had asked “priests from the vicinity” (sacerdotes e vicinio) to 
preach to them.53 This moved him to send the mission party under the leadership of 
Augustine to Britain. Augustine was received by King Æthelberht of Kent (d. 616), whose 
wife Bertha was a Frankish princess and a Christian. Augustine was given permission to 
undertake missionary work in the kingdom, and by 598, Gregory had received 
encouraging news from the mission field, which he shared with Eulogius of Alexandria.54 
However, his enthusiasm was apparently tempered by subsequent reports, causing him to 
propose a more gradual and accommodating approach to the Christianization of the 
Anglo-Saxons.55 
 
Æthelberht’s influence paved the way for the introduction of Christianity to other Anglo-
Saxon royal courts. He took responsibility for the construction of a cathedral in London, 
in the kingdom of the East Saxons, and attempted to convert King Rædwald of the East 
Angles.56 Æthelberht’s daughter Æthelburg married Edwin of Northumbria (616-633), 
and brought with her a member of the Roman missionary party, Paulinus.57 With the 
conversion of a king, the door was open to the establishment of a bishopric for his 

 
Job, CCSL 143B (Turnhout: Brepols, 1985), 1346 (XXVII.xi,21). The passage is also cited in HE II.1 
(130). 
51 Clare Stancliffe, “The British Church and the Mission of Augustine,” in St Augustine and the 
Conversion of England, ed. Richard Gameson (Stroud: Sutton, 1999), 107-151, at 111-113.  
52 Dag Norberg, ed., S. Gregorii Magni Registrum epistularum, Libri I-VII, CCSL 140 (Turnhout: 
Brepols, 1982), 378-9 (VI.10); VGr p. 145. 
53 Norberg, ed., Registrum I-VII, 424 (VI.51); Ian Wood, “The Mission of Augustine of Canterbury 
to the English,” Speculum 69, no. 1 (1994): 1-17, at 8-10. 
54 Dag Norberg, ed., S. Gregorii Magni Registrum epistularum, Libri VIII-XIV, appendix 
(Turnhout: Brepols, 1982), 551-2 (VIII.29). 
55 Miriam Adan Jones, “Conversion as Convergence: Gregory the Great Confronting Pagan and 
Jewish Influences in Anglo-Saxon Christianity,” in Pagans and Christians in the Late Roman 
Empire: New Evidence, New Approaches (4th-8th centuries), ed. Marianne Sághy and Edward M. 
Schoolman, CEU Medievalia 18 (Budapest: CEU Press, 2017), 151-163. 
56 Yorke, Kings and Kingdoms, 28; Yorke, Conversion, 122-3. 
57 Yorke, Conversion, 122-3. 
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kingdom, and several members of Augustine’s mission party were consecrated as bishops 
in the early seventh century. Gregory’s instructions to Augustine had been to establish 
himself as metropolitan bishop of the southern part of Britain, and to send another 
member of his party to the north, who would eventually also be raised to metropolitan 
dignity.58 The two cities designated by Gregory to become metropolitan sees, London and 
York, had been the capitals of earlier Roman provinces.59 Each metropolitan bishop was to 
have authority over twelve diocesan bishops.60 Gregory probably assumed that their sees 
would be established in former Roman coloniae and civitas capitals, since this was the 
normal pattern of Roman episcopal organization. Gregory’s instructions were to have a 
profound and lasting impact on the shape of the Anglo-Saxon church, but this would not 
have been apparent to an observer in the mid-seventh century. Instead of London, 
Augustine established his metropolitan see in Canterbury, and in the middle of the 
seventh century its authority was “apparently not recognized outside Kent and East 
Anglia.”61  An episcopal see at York was realized by Paulinus with the conversion of King 
Edwin in 627, but Paulinus did not receive the papal pallium which granted him 
metropolitan rank until 634, by which time Edwin had died and Paulinus had fled south to 
Kent, where he was bishop of Rochester until his death in 644.62 The see of York lapsed 
after Paulinus’ departure and was not re-established until the appointment of Wilfrid in 
669.63 The see of London had also lapsed after the death of King Sæberht of the East 
Saxons, whose unbaptized sons had expelled bishop Mellitus; the next bishop of London 

 
58 HE I.29 (104-6). 
59 It appears that Gregory was unaware of the administrative redivision of Roman Britain in 350, 
which divided Britannia Superior into Britannia Prima in the West with its capital at Cirencester, 
Flavia Caesariensis in the East with its capital at Lincoln, and Maxima Caesariensis in the South-
East with its capital at London; had he known about this development, he might well have provided 
in his scheme for the creation of additional ecclesiastical provinces. T.M. Charles-Edwards, Wales 
and the Britons, 350-1064, The History of Wales (Oxford; New York: Oxford University Press, 
2013), 31, 398, 588. 
60 HE I.29 (104-6). 
61 Catherine Cubitt, Anglo-Saxon Church Councils, c. 650-850, Studies in the Early History of 
Britain (London; New York: Leicester University Press, 1995), 8. 
62 Joanna Story, “Bede, Willibrord and the Letters of Pope Honorius I on the Genesis of the 
Archbishopric of York,” EHR 127, no. 527 (2012): 783-818, at 794-5. 
63 Various aspects of Wilfrid’s career and influence are discussed in the essays in N.J. Higham, ed., 
Wilfrid: Abbot, Bishop, Saint: Papers from the 1300th Anniversary Conferences (Donington: Shaun 
Tyas, 2013). 
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to be consecrated was Cedd, in or after 653.64 So in 650, instead of Gregory’s twenty-four 
diocesans and two metropolitans, Anglo-Saxon England had six bishops: Honorius of 
Canterbury (d. 653), Thomas, bishop of the East Angles (d. 652x653); Ithamar of 
Rochester (d. 655x664), Aidan of Lindisfarne (d. 651), and Birinus (d. c. 650) or Agilbert 
(c.650-660) in Dorchester.65  
 
The Irish Aidan and Frankish Agilbert bring us to the contributions of churches other 
than that of Rome to the development of the Anglo-Saxon church. We know that there 
was at least one Frankish cleric present in Kent before the arrival of the Roman mission 
party in 597: Liudhard, the bishop of Queen Bertha.66 The high regard in which Liudhard 
was held by Kentish nobles is illustrated by a golden medallion featuring his name and 
likeness, which was struck in the late sixth century and was buried with its owner in the 
late sixth or early seventh century.67 Arnold Angenendt has suggested that Liudhard’s 
episcopal rank reflects an expectation that he would engage in missionary work among the 
Anglo-Saxons.68 Frankish clergy in Britain may have been on Augustine’s mind when he 
asked Gregory how to relate to his Gallic fellow-bishops.69 John Godfrey has pointed out 
that Augustine cannot have been asking (as Gregory apparently understood) whether he 
was to have authority over the bishops of Gaul. Instead, he must have been inquiring how 
to deal with Gallic bishops in Kent: Liudhard and perhaps others like him. Another 
possibility is that Augustine was thinking of bishops in Gaul, but from a different angle: 
“Though he could not possibly claim authority over them, he might have feared their 
claiming authority over him.”70 Augustine’s question thus reveals that Frankish clergy 
were in a position to exert considerable influence on the nascent church in Kent. Catherine 
Cubitt has commented that although “Gregory had been anxious to establish the Anglo-

 
64 HE II.5 (152), p. 281 n.2; Raymond I. Page, “Anglo-Saxon Episcopal Lists, Part III,” Nottingham 
Medieval Studies 10 (1966): 2-24, at 4. 
65 Simon Keynes, “Archbishops and Bishops of England: Episcopal Succession in Anglo-Saxon 
England” in Handbook of British Chronology, third edition, ed. E.B. Fryde, D.E. Greenway, S. 
Porter and I. Roy (London: Royal Historical Society, 1986), 213-224. 
66 Yorke, Conversion, 122. 
67 Martin Werner, “The Liudhard medalet,” ASE 20 (1991): 27-41. The medalet is currently in the 
World Museum Liverpool. 
68 Angenendt, “Conversion of the Anglo-Saxons,” 779–780. 
69 Qualiter debemus cum Galliarum … episcopis agere? HE I.27 (86). 
70 John Godfrey, The Church in Anglo-Saxon England (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 
1962), 85. Gregory did not seem to think that Augustine would have much contact with Gallic 
bishops while in Kent: Nam quando de Galliis episcopi ueniunt...?  HE 1.27 (86). 
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Saxon ecclesiastical provinces independently of the Gaulish, ... the Anglo-Saxon church 
maintained close links with the Merovingian.”71 In 614, Bishop Justus of Rochester and 
abbot Peter of Canterbury attended a council in Paris held under the auspices of King 
Clothar II, an event which Ian Wood has suggested may reflect some form of Frankish 
authority over Kent and its church.72  There certainly were close connections between the 
nobility of the Eastern seaboard of Britain and Merovingian Gaul in the early seventh 
century. For example, Bede records that King Dagobert I of Austrasia (623-33) and 
Neustria (629-38) fostered the children of Queen Æthelburg of Kent.73 The archaeological 
record also bears witness to the close contacts between especially Kent and Gaul, which 
included an element of religious exchange.74 There were several men from Francia among 
the dignitaries of the early Anglo-Saxon church: the Burgundian Felix (d. 647/8) played a 
key part in the Christianization of the East Anglian kingdom, and as noted the Frank 
Agilbert became the second bishop of the West Saxons (c. 650-660).75  
 
Irish missionaries like Aidan were also involved in the Christianization of Anglo-Saxon 
England, especially in the north and subsequently in areas of Northumbrian influence. 
King Oswald of Northumbria (634-642) spent eighteen years in exile among the Irish of 
Dal Riata before claiming the throne, during which he learned to speak Irish fluently, and 
was converted and baptized, probably on Iona. It was at his invitation that the Iona 
community sent Aidan to become a missionary bishop to the Northumbrian kingdom 
after Paulinus’s initial efforts had been interrupted. 76 In the late seventh century, the Iona 
community claimed that Oswald had seen a vision of the community’s founder, St. 
Columba (d. 597), on the eve of the battle that won him the kingship and that as a result of 
this vision “the whole people promised that after their return from battle they would 
accept the faith and receive baptism.”77  Aidan founded the island monastery and episcopal 
see of Lindisfarne, from whence he commenced the evangelization of the people of 

 
71 Cubitt, Church Councils, 8. 
72 I.N. Wood, “Frankish hegemony in England,” in The Age of Sutton Hoo: The Seventh Century in 
North-Western Europe, ed. Martin Carver (Woodbridge: Boydell, 1992), 235-41, at 240. 
73 HE II.20 (204). 
74 Stevenson, “Christianity in Southumbria,” 179. 
75 HE III.18 (268). 
76 On Oswald’s Irish contacts, see Michelle Ziegler, “Oswald and the Irish,” Heroic Age 4 (2001), 
<https://www.heroicage.org/issues/4/ziegler.html> (accessed 25-06-2019). 
77 Richard Sharpe, trans., Adomnán of Iona: Life of St Columba (Harmondsworth: Penguin, 1995), 
110-11. 
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Northumbria. The Northumbrian church in turn supplied missionary clerics to other 
Anglo-Saxon kingdoms, including the East Saxons, Middle Angles, and Mercians, many 
of whom were either Irish themselves or had received their training from Irish teachers.78 
Independently, the Irish missionary Fursa helped to establish monastic life among the 
East Angles.79 Irish learning was much prized in seventh-century Britain, and it was not 
uncommon for young men of high status to sojourn a while in Ireland in order to enjoy the 
benefits of an Irish education.80  
 
Lastly, the Christianization of the Anglo-Saxons was probably aided by the continuing 
Christian tradition of the Britons, especially but not exclusively in the west. Steven Basset 
summarized the situation in the west of Britain in the fifth and sixth centuries as follows:  

We know very little about Christianity in western Britain in the first two post-
Roman centuries, but what we do know clearly demonstrates that there was a 
thriving church there, complete with bishops and monastic communities.81  

According to Bede, Augustine of Canterbury met with some British bishops, but we do 
not know their number, what proportion of them were diocesan bishops, or where their 
sees were located. Aldhelm’s letter to the British king Geraint (probably written in or soon 
after 672) mentions bishops (sacerdotes) of Dumnonia (modern Devon and Cornwall) and 
Dyfed (modern south-west Wales), two early medieval British kingdoms.82 The extent of 
the influence of the British on the Anglo-Saxon church is uncertain. Bede held that the 
Britons had refused to join forces with Augustine in his missionary efforts, but as Clare 
Stancliffe has argued, “it is likely that they did in fact play some part in the conversion of 
the Anglo-Saxons.”83 Largely absent from the historical record, we can nevertheless 

 
78 HE III.21-2 (278-82). 
79 HE III.19 (268-76); Bruno Krusch, ed., Vita virtutesque Fursei abbatis Latiniacensis, in Passiones 
vitaeque sanctorum aevi Merovingici (II), MGH Scriptores rerum Merovingicarum 4 (Hannover; 
Leipzig: Hahn, 1902), 423-451. 
80 Kathleen Hughes, “Evidence for contacts between the churches of the Irish and English from the 
Synod of Whitby to the Viking Age,” in England before the Conquest: Studies in Primary Sources 
Presented to Dorothy Whitelock, ed. Peter Clemoes and Kathleen Hughes (Cambridge: Cambridge 
University Press, 1971), 49-67, at 50. 
81 Steven Bassett, “Church and diocese in the West Midlands,” in Pastoral Care Before the Parish, 
ed. John Blair and Richard Sharpe, Studies in the Early History of Britain (Leicester; London; New 
York: Leicester University Press, 1992), 13-40, at 17. 
82 Aldhelm, 481, 484; Lapidge and Herren, 155, 158. 
83  HE II.2 (134-42); Clare Stancliffe, “Christianity Amongst the Britons, Dalriadan Irish and Picts,” 
in The New Cambridge Medieval History, 1: c.500–c.700, ed. Paul Fouracre, (Cambridge: 
Cambridge University Press, 2005), 427-461, at 446. 
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reasonably postulate  a “pattern of unobtrusive conversion by the British population 
together with Anglo-Saxon takeover of pre-existing British churches” and some level of 
mutual recognition and cooperation between British, Irish and Roman missionaries in the 
field.84 The joint influence of contacts with Roman, Frankish, Irish and British Christians 
at all levels of society led, over the course of a century or more, to the Christianization of 
the Anglo-Saxons. 
 
The increasing patronage of royalty and nobility enabled the foundation of churches and 
monastic communities across Anglo-Saxon England.85 Much has been written on the 
organization of the early Anglo-Saxon church and the provision of pastoral care. Some 
scholars contend that communities of religious were the foremost providers of spiritual 
care to the Anglo-Saxon population.86 Others have argued that a more important role was 
played by clerics, whether living in communities or separately, perhaps with their 
families.87 Pastoral tasks included preaching and administering the sacraments, hearing 
confessions and prescribing penances.88 The book-list included in the preface to the 
Penitential of Theodore (c. 700) indicates where, according to at least one churchman, the 
emphases of pastoral ministry should lie. The list “refers to a psalter, a lectionary, an 
antiphonary, a sacramentary, a baptismal tract, a martyrology, a sermon collection and a 

 
84 Stancliffe, “Christianity amongst the Britons,” 447-8. 
85 Yorke, Conversion, 163-4, 168-9. 
86 On the role of monks and religious communities in providing pastoral care, see Yorke, 
Conversion, 171-3; Sarah Foot, Monastic Life in Anglo-Saxon England (Cambridge: Cambridge 
University Press, 2006), 283-336; John Blair, The Church in Anglo-Saxon Society  (Oxford; New 
York: Oxford University Press, 2005), 153-65; Alan Thacker, “Monks, preaching and pastoral care 
in early Anglo-Saxon England,” in Pastoral Care Before the Parish, ed. John Blair and Richard 
Sharpe, Studies in the Early History of Britain (Leicester; London; New York: Leicester University 
Press, 1992), 137-170. Francesca Tinti has cautioned that “we do not have enough sources to be able 
to establish with any degree of certainty whether anything like a minster system was … in place” in 
seventh- and eighth-century Anglo-Saxon England. Francesca Tinti, “Introduction,” in Pastoral 
Care in Late Anglo-Saxon England, ed. Francesca Tinti, Anglo-Saxon Studies 6 (Woodbridge: 
Boydell, 2005), 1-16, at 2. 
87 Catherine Cubitt, “The Clergy in Early Anglo-Saxon England,” Historical Research 78, no. 201 
(2005): 273-287, esp. 284-7. In a slightly later period, clerical posts were often handed down father to 
son: Julia Barrow, The Clergy in the Early Medieval World: Secular Clerics, Their Families and 
Careers in North-Western Europe, c. 800- c. 1200 (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 2015), 
345-346.  
88 C. Grocock and I. N. Wood, eds. and trans., The Abbots of Wearmouth and Jarrow (Oxford: 
Clarendon, 2013), 130-132; Rob Meens, Penance in Medieval Europe, 600-1200 (Cambridge: 
Cambridge University Press, 2014), 93-100. 
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computus” as well as the penitential itself.89 The inclusion of a computus, which would be 
used in the calculation of the dates of moveable feasts, reflects the importance attached to 
celebrating these at the correct time. The method of calculating the date of Easter was the 
subject of considerable controversy in the seventh century. Synchronized Easter 
celebrations were, according to Bede’s report, among the demands made by Augustine of 
the British bishops he encountered – a demand they refused to meet.90 In Northumbria, 
the question came to a head in 664, when a synod convened by King Oswiu (d. 670) settled 
on a method for calculating Easter that was different from that used by the Irish, British 
and Pictish churches.91 At the beginning of the eighth century, the divergent liturgical 
calendar used by Irish and British Christians were, for Anglo-Saxon clerics, a reason to 
consider invalid the baptisms, confirmations and ordinations done by their Irish and 
British counterparts.92  
 
Local clerics were overseen by bishops, of whom there were twice as many by the 
beginning of the eighth century as there were in the middle of the seventh. This was in 
large part due to the efforts of Theodore of Canterbury (669-690), under whose leadership 
the Anglo-Saxon episcopate was significantly reordered.93 Theodore’s reform efforts 
aimed “to ensure the clear definition of authority within the church and to eliminate any 
elements that fell outside this.”94 Theodore was originally from Tarsus, and had been 
appointed as archbishop of Canterbury by Pope Vitalian (657-672) after the archbishop-
elect, Wigheard, had died while in Rome collecting his pallium (in 668). Theodore 
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91 On the insular traditions, see Caitlin Corning, The Celtic and Roman Traditions: Conflict and 
Consensus in the Early Medieval Church (New York: Palgrave Macmillan, 2006). On the Synod of 
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Northumbrian Synod of ad 664,” Peritia 26 (2015): 47-64, with a review of previous literature at 47-9. 
92 Finsterwalder, ed., Canones Theodori, 324-5. On changing attitudes towards ‘celtic’ ordinations 
in the seventh century, see T. M. Charles-Edwards, “Wilfrid and the Celts,” in Wilfrid: Abbot, 
Bishop, Saint, ed. N.J. Higham (Donington: Shaun Tyas, 2013), 243-259, at 245-50. 
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Commemorative Studies on His Life and Influence, CSASE 11 (Cambridge University Press, 1995). 
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office in Anglo-Saxon England, see Alan Thacker, “Gallic or Greek? Archbishops in England from 
Theodore to Ecgberht,” in Frankland: The Franks and the World of the Early Middle Ages: Essays 
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Manchester University Press, 2008), 44-69. 
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established a theological school at Canterbury together with his aide and friend Hadrian.95 
This school brought to Anglo-Saxon England knowledge of the Greek and Syrian 
patristic traditions and Antiochene exegesis, and so “imported perspectives and 
experiences which were unique to the western world in the seventh century.”96 In 
addition, Theodore set to work filling vacant sees, calling national synods, and creating 
new dioceses through the subdivision of large territories.97 One effect of Theodore’s 
reorganization was to decouple (some of) the Anglo-Saxons’ bishoprics from their 
kingdoms.98 This, together with the integration of all the Anglo-Saxon bishoprics in a 
single hierarchy under one archbishop, has been suggested by some scholars to have been 
of particular importance for the development of a sense of commonality among Anglo-
Saxons from different kingdoms. According to Patrick Wormald, Theodore’s 
reorganization of the Anglo-Saxon church meant that 

from Theodore’s arrival at the latest, all Anglo-Saxons were exposed to a view of 
themselves as a single people before God – a people who, though they lived in 
‘Britannia’ or ‘Saxonia’ and though they called themselves Saxons as well as 
Angles, were known in Heaven as the ‘gens Anglorum’.99 

Nicholas Brooks was more cautious than Wormald in describing the impact of Theodore’s 
archbishopric, but also pointed to the “prolonged campaign of imitatio Romae” at 
Canterbury as essential in establishing Canterbury as a channel of Roman authority and 
so allowing a “mixed British and Anglo-Saxon population to accept a common ‘English’ 
identity.”100 The ideal of a united Anglo-Saxon church as heir to the tradition brought 
from Rome by Augustine may well have been most alive at Canterbury itself, which stood 
to benefit from the promotion of this vision. Yet Catherine Cubitt points out that church 
councils and synods served to keep the archbishopric in close contact with other episcopal 

 
95 On the Canterbury school, see Bernhard Bischoff and Michael Lapidge, Biblical Commentaries 
from the Canterbury School of Theodore and Hadrian, CSASE 10 (Cambridge; New York: 
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sees, which in turn kept in touch with the more local churches, so that there was 
opportunity for the wide dissemination of such ideals.101  
 

Contribution and argument of this thesis 
The fourth through seventh centuries saw remarkable shifts in the religious and ethnic 
landscape of Britain. Previous scholarship has suggested that the eighth century was a 
period in which Anglo-Saxon churchmen worked to make sense of these changes and to 
formulate an account of peoples and their place in the church. This thesis examines how 
peoples were envisioned as ecclesiastical communities in Anglo-Saxon England during the 
eighth century. By looking carefully at the different ways in which church and people were 
understood in relation to one another, it contributes to a better understanding of early 
medieval attitudes to both collectives. 
 
The approach of this thesis is distinctive in four ways. Firstly, it makes room for a variety 
of roughly contemporary voices. Bede has already been shown to be an influential figure in 
the early Anglo-Saxon church, and his work will feature prominently here, especially in 
the first four chapters. Yet Bede did not do his thinking and writing in a cultural vacuum: 
there were broader currents at work. This thesis therefore also studies several other 
sources and perspectives alongside Bede. Among these are Boniface (d. 754), the West 
Saxon missionary to the continental Saxons and archbishop of Mainz; Aldhelm (d. 709), 
another West Saxon, who was an alumnus of Theodore’s Canterbury school and became 
bishop of Sherborne; and Felix, attached to the East Anglian court of King Ælfwald (d. 
749). By extending beyond Bede and his Northumbrian context into other areas of eighth-
century Anglo-Saxon England, this thesis is able to give a better sense of where Bede was 
part of a wider consensus among early Anglo-Saxon thinkers, and where there was 
diversity of opinion. In this way, it offers new insights into Anglo-Saxon ideas about 
ethnicity and ecclesiology. In addition to looking beyond Bede, this thesis also seeks to 
look beyond the English, and to give an account of the importance ascribed to other 
peoples in the early Anglo-Saxon church, such as the Mercians, Northumbrians, or 
Hwicce. Thirdly, complementing existing scholarship that has focused on the role of the 
church in shaping English ethnicity, this thesis reveals a symbiotic relationship between 
ethnic discourse and ecclesiology, and shows the role of peoples as imagined communities 
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in shaping the theology and organization of the church. Drawing inspiration from the 
approach which Sarah Foot characterized as “thinking with Christians”, this thesis seeks 
to do justice to the importance its subjects attached to their Christian faith and to the 
church, rather than treat the history of the Anglo-Saxon church merely as an avenue 
through which to access the social, political or cultural history of Anglo-Saxon England.102 
Finally, as noted above, some other scholars have studied how early medieval theologians 
understood the place of peoples or nations within the universal church. However, most of 
this work has concentrated on continental sources, or touched upon the Anglo-Saxons 
only as part of a broader survey. The focus of this thesis on early Anglo-Saxon England 
specifically, allows the diversity of approaches within the Anglo-Saxon church to emerge 
with greater clarity. 
 
The number and kind of sources that are required for such a study are first found in the 
long eighth century, when the Christianization of the Anglo-Saxons was sufficiently 
advanced that the institutions and literary culture of the Anglo-Saxon church were 
flourishing. Sources from the periods both before and immediately after this are 
comparatively few. The lack of material from the ninth century is in large part due to the 
beginning of the first Viking Age in Britain. Nicholas Brooks described the ninth century 
as one in which Viking invasions “paralysed and overran long-established and wealthy 
kingdoms and threatened the survival of Christianity.”103 Raids were already becoming 
more frequent towards the end of the eighth century.104 Although the Vikings were not 
unique in plundering the churches of their enemies, they distinguished themselves by a 
particular bent towards setting fire to churches and monasteries.105 Their attacks 
increased in frequency in the ninth century. The Anglo-Saxon kingdoms were weakened 
to the point where full-scale invasion became possible, and a permanent Viking presence 
was established in the north and east of Anglo-Saxon England. The disruption of church 
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organization and monastic life in these areas resulted in the loss of existing documents and 
less favourable conditions for the production of new texts.106 The formation of an English 
kingdom in the late ninth and tenth centuries, and the redefinition of ethnic communities 
to include the new settlers in the English collective, brought about important shifts in 
how people might think about church, people and nation in Anglo-Saxon England.107 
This later period deserves study in its own right, but falls beyond the scope of this thesis. 
 
This thesis comprises six chapters, each of which examines early Anglo-Saxon 
perceptions of peoples and their place in the church from a different angle. It falls into two 
halves: the first concentrates primarily on the place of the gens in early Anglo-Saxon 
thinking about the church, while the second turns to address the question how gentes 
might be integrated into the organization of the early Anglo-Saxon church. The first 
chapter focuses on eighth-century ideas about ethnicity. It will describe the ethnographic 
traditions on which Anglo-Saxon writers drew, and discuss the various qualities they 
assigned to gentes. It will argue that kinship was understood to be the most important 
characteristic of a gens, while other commonalities such as language, territory, polity and 
religion were secondary. It will further argue that Anglo-Saxon thinkers of the eighth 
century understood themselves to be part of multiple gentes rather than just one, and 
acknowledged that the boundaries between gentes were not firmly fixed. This chapter 
lays the foundations for the chapters that follow, by highlighting the availability of 
multiple ethnic maps of early medieval Britain, which were not mutually incompatible, 
but did foreground different sites of identification. The second chapter will go on to ask 
how Anglo-Saxon theologians reflected on the conversion of peoples to Christianity. It 
will argue that their theology of conversion and the influence of patristic exegesis worked 
together to encourage the framing of conversion as a process that was undergone by 
gentes collectively. Narratives about collective conversion therefore served to powerfully 
and selectively strengthen the claims of certain communities to be gentes. One way to 
stress a people’s shared conversion was to identify a single person who could be 
considered responsible for it: an apostle. Chapter Three will study the evidence that 
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Gregory the Great was venerated as apostle of the Angli in early Anglo-Saxon England. 
The chapter will argue that the concentration of this evidence in particular areas  reflects 
regional differences in the willingness of early Anglo-Saxons to adopt the idea of the Angli 
and accept the spiritual authority of Gregory as their apostle. For those who did so, 
Gregory was a figure who both connected the Angli with Rome and the wider Christian 
world, and who set them apart. The first three chapters together will thus demonstrate 
that gentes played an important role in early Anglo-Saxon ecclesiology, a role which was 
expressed in exegesis, historiography, and liturgy. 
 
The second part of the thesis turns to the organization of the early Anglo-Saxon church. 
As noted, Bede was among those who championed the idea of the Angli and he also 
showed great devotion to Gregory as their apostle. The fourth chapter will examine 
Bede’s ideas about the place of gentes in structuring the institutions of the church. It will 
argue that for Bede the Angli were an overarching category that was not meant to 
correspond to any ecclesiastical polity, and that Bede also rejected the (politically 
convenient) correspondence between bishoprics and kingdoms in Anglo-Saxon England. 
The chapter will suggest that this was the result of Bede’s strong emphasis on the 
overarching, rather than the local, level of identification. An example of the opposite 
emphasis is studied in Chapter Five. This chapter will study the bishopric of the Hwicce, 
which it will show to have been founded to serve a discreet gens and to have remained 
associated with that gens throughout the eighth century – even as the kingdom of the 
Hwicce was incorporated into the expanding kingdom of the Mercians. The chapter will 
note the contrast between the bishopric of the Hwicce and the neighbouring dioceses, 
which came to be more closely associated with the Mercian gens. The Mercians will be the 
subject of the sixth and final chapter. Drawing from a range of evidence, it will be argued 
that the Mercians’ ethnic map of Britain was distinct from that promoted by other centres, 
especially Canterbury. The Mercian map made their own gens central and drew a clear 
distinction between Anglian and Saxon gentes, while the church of Canterbury saw itself 
as the head of the united Angli, a community in which the boundary between Angles and 
Saxons became irrelevant. It will be argued that the creation of a new archbishopric with 
its see at Lichfield, the first see of the Mercians, was intended to give institutional 
expression to the Mercian gens in the church. This chapter will conclude by reviewing the 
end of this short-lived archbishopric, and suggest that as the political fortunes of the 
Mercians changed at the end of the eighth century, the plan for a Mercian archbishopric 
lost its appeal, while the idea of the Angli gained ground. The second half of the thesis will 
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thus demonstrate that, while there was broad agreement that the gentes had an important 
part to play in the church, there was no consensus on which gentes should be given 
institutional expression in the church’s organization, and how. Together, these six 
chapters aim to elucidate how the gens functioned as an ecclesiological category in eighth-
century Anglo-Saxon England. They demonstrate the variety of approaches that could be 
taken to giving gentes a place in the church, as well as the diversity of views as to which 
gentes should be given more prominence. They also show that, whether reflected in 
ecclesiastical structures or not, gentes were part of the picture when early Anglo-Saxons 
thought about the church between the local and the universal. 
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1: Map of the British Isles in the Eighth Century. © 2019, Mappa Mundi Cartography. 
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Chapter 1 – The people as kinship 
community: ethnicity through Anglo-
Saxon eyes 
 
 
 Widsith spoke, unlocked his word hoard, 

He who passed through most nations 
And peoples across the earth …: 
“I was with the Huns and with the Goths, 
with the Swedes and with the Geats and with the South-Danes … 
With the Franks I was and with the Frisians and with the Frumtings. 
With the Rugas I was and with the Glommas and with the Romans. … 
With the Saracens I was and with the Serings 
with the Greeks I was and with the Fins …. 
With the Irish I was and with the Picts and with the Scride-Finnes; 
with the Lidwicings I was and with the Leonas and with the Lombards …. 
With the Israelites I was and with the Assyrians, 
with the Hebrews and with the Indians and with the Egyptians.”108 
 

Introduction 
With a long catalogue, extending over thirty lines, the poet of Widsith proudly displayed 
an extensive knowledge of the peoples of the world, reaching from the British Isles to 
India. Like many Old English poems, Widsith has not been securely dated; suggestions 

 
108 Widsið maðolade, word-hord onleac, se þe monna mæst mægþa ofer eorþan, folca geondferde … 
Ic wæs mid Hunum ond mid Hreðgotum, mid Sweom ond mid Geatum ond mid Suþ-Denum … 
Mid Froncum ic wæs ond mid Frysum ond mid Frumtingum. Mid Rugum ic wæs ond mid 
Glommum ond mid Rumwalum. … Mid Sercingum ic wæs ond mid Seringum; mid Creacum ic wæs 
ond mid Finnum … Mid Scottum ic wæs ond mid Peohtum & mid Scridefinnum; mid Lidingum ic 
wæs ond mid Leonum ond mid Longbeardum …. Mid Israhelum ic wæs ond mid Exsyringum, mid 
Ebreum ond mid Indeum ond mid Egyptum. Robert E. Bjork, ed. and trans., Old English Shorter 
Poems, Volume II: Wisdom and Lyric, DOML 32 (Cambridge; London: Harvard University Press, 
2014), 44-51. 
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have ranged from the seventh to the tenth century.109 That scholars have been able to 
propose and argue such divergent dates of composition is partly because the poem’s 
subject was one of perennial interest in Anglo-Saxon England.110 Before we are able to 
study the way Anglo-Saxon authors envisioned peoples as ecclesiastical communities, we 
must first address the question: what did they know, or think they knew, about gentes in 
general? This chapter therefore offers an introduction to the topic of gentes as understood 
by eighth-century Anglo-Saxon authors, taking the works of Bede and Boniface as its 
main sources. This is important because, as is implied in the recognition of ethnicity as a 
social construct and as recent scholarship has underscored, conceptions of ethnicity and 
ethnic identity vary from context to context.111 Neither modern theoretical models nor 
ideas about ethnicity that were current in other periods of history or in other parts of early 
medieval Europe can therefore be uncritically applied to early Anglo-Saxon England: the 
early Anglo-Saxon conception of gentes must be examined in its own right.  The first 
section of this chapter surveys the different traditions from which early Anglo-Saxon 
authors drew ethnographic knowledge to form mental maps of the world’s gentes. It 
outlines how these traditions offered their own ways of thinking about and organizing 
gentes as well as information about specific gentes, traces of which can then be seen in the 
way Anglo-Saxon authors write about gentes. The second section looks at the 
characteristics that Anglo-Saxon authors believed to inhere in gentes or to be associated 
with them. Many of these characteristics have also been proposed as characteristics of 
ethnic groups in modern scholarship, but the focus here will be on how our Anglo-Saxon 
sources connect these traits with the idea of a gens. A concluding section reflects on the 
flexibility of ethnic categories as seen from an Anglo-Saxon perspective. 
 

 
109 Bjork states that Widsith is a “very early composition, probably from the seventh century”, while 
Niles reads the poem as an expression of a tenth-century perspective. Bjork, Old English Shorter 
Poems, xii; John Niles, “Widsith and the Anthropology of the Past,” Philological Quarterly 78, no. 
1-2 (1999): 171-213. 
110 Harris, Race and Ethnicity, studies the theme of ethnicity in a range of texts from the eighth 
century to the end of the Anglo-Saxon period. 
111 Pohl, “Comparing Communities,” 21-22, 25 and “Ethnonyms and Early Medieval Ethnicity,”12, 
14-15; Helmut Reimitz, History, Frankish Identity, and the Framing of Western Ethnicity, 550-850, 
Cambridge Studies in Medieval Life and Thought, fourth series, 101 (Cambridge: Cambridge 
University Press, 2015), 9-10.    
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The gentes of the Anglo-Saxon world 
One of the striking features of Widsith is how it integrates knowledge about peoples 
drawn from biblical, classical, and local traditions. As Davis noted, the poet “synchronizes 
… figures whose activities – whether historical, partly historical or purely legendary – 
were separated by hundreds of years and thousands of miles.”112 Widsith incorporated 
biblical and classical peoples and rulers alongside the peoples and heroes of northern 
Europe, placing the Assyrians and Israelites beside the Greeks and Romans, Picts and 
Irish. In order to create his catalogue, the poet drew on several bodies of ethnographic 
knowledge, including scripture, classical literature, and northern myths, legends, and 
histories. Like the Widsith poet, other Anglo-Saxon authors also drew on these three 
sources. The Biblical account of the origins of the world was foundational to the medieval 
Christian worldview. However, originating in the ancient near east, the Scriptures 
showed an obvious bias towards that region and its inhabitants in the material they 
covered. Another source of ethnographic knowledge was classical and late antique 
learning (both religious and secular).113 These sources relayed knowledge about the 
peoples of the Roman world centred around the Mediterranean. Lastly, there was a store 
of local knowledge about the peoples of Britain and North-Western Europe, which will in 
part have been gained first hand, in part received by word of mouth, and in part learned 
from earlier written records. These three sources of knowledge not only contained 
ethnographic knowledge, but also offered schemata of various kinds to organize the 
world’s teeming multitude of gentes. Such schemata could be binary or branching; they 
could take territorial, linguistic, religious or biological factors as organizing principles. In 
Anglo-Saxon works, insights from each type of source were layered over one another, so 
that the attempt to separate them out from one another (as in what follows) is necessarily 
incomplete and artificial, even though the integration of these diverse bodies of knowledge 
and their perspectives was not always seamless or unproblematic. In some cases, however, 
the representation of a people in several different traditions agreed, and they became 
mutually reinforcing. For instance, the longstanding classical tradition that saw the 

 
112 Craig R. Davis, “Cultural Assimilation in the Anglo-Saxon Royal Genealogies,” ASE 21 (1992): 
23-36, at 34-5. 
113 On the holdings of Anglo-Saxon libraries, see Michael Lapidge, The Anglo-Saxon Library 
(Oxford; New York: Oxford University Press, 2005); on Bede’s library specifically, see M. L. W. 
Laistner, “The library of the Venerable Bede,” in Bede: His Life, Times and Writings: Essays in 
Commemoration of the Twelfth Centenary of his Death, ed. A. Hamilton Thompson (Oxford: 
Clarendon, 1935), 237-66.  
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Britons as brutish and barbarian dovetailed neatly with Anglo-Saxon enmity towards 
them.114 By the middle of the eighth century, these traditions also corresponded with 
widely shared concerns about the theological and practical peculiarities of the British 
church.115  The following paragraphs outline how biblical, classical and local sources of 
knowledge about gentes were used by early eighth-century Anglo-Saxon authors, and so 
provide a sketch of what early Anglo-Saxon ethnic maps of the world might have looked 
like. 

Peoples of the Scriptural world 
The Biblical canon constituted the most important part of any Anglo-Saxon library, and it 
profoundly shaped the views of Anglo-Saxon monastics, who immersed themselves in its 
texts daily over the course of many years.116 Medieval readers approached the Bible as an 
inexhaustible source of insight – and not only on spiritual matters, for early medieval 
exegetes were agreed that the literal sense of scripture was foundational to all other 
senses. The literal layer in the Biblical narrative told the story of a chosen people: its 
descent from blessed patriarchs, its receipt of the divine Law, its migrations, its conquest 
and settlement of a providentially appointed homeland, its succession of kings, its wars, 
its internal division and corruption, leading to its loss of its homeland through exile and 
foreign occupation, and its promised future restoration as foretold by its prophets. 
However else one might read this story spiritually or allegorically, whatever other people 

 
114 Isidore already had written that the Britons are “brutes” (bruti): Brittones quidam latine 
nominatos suspicantur eo quod bruti sint, gens intra Oceanum interfuso mari quasi extra orbem 
posita. Marc Reydellet, ed. and trans., Isidore de Séville: Étymologies Livre IX: Les langues et les 
groupes sociaux, Auteurs Latins du Moyen Âge (Paris: Société d’éditions “les belles lettres”, 1984), 
101 (IX.2.101). 
115 Maximilian Diesenberger, “Repertoires and strategies in Bavaria: hagiography,” in Strategies of 
Identification: Ethnicity and Religion in Early Medieval Europe, ed. Walter Pohl and Gerda 
Heydemann, Cultural Encounters in Late Antiquity and the Middle Ages 13 (Turnhout: Brepols, 
2013), 209-232, at 212–213. That the British church really was different from the other churches of 
western Europe in some of its theological emphases, was argued by Michael W. Herren and Shirley 
Ann Brown, Christ in Celtic Christianity: Britain and Ireland from the fifth to the tenth century 
(Woodbridge: Boydell, 2002). 
116 On the study and interpretation of the Bible in the early middle ages generally, see for instance 
Beryl Smalley, The Study of the Bible in the Middle Ages (Notre Dame: University of Notre Dame 
Press, 1964); Henri de Lubac, Exégèse médiévale: Les quatre sens de l’Écriture, 4 vols. (Paris : 
Aubier, 1959-1964), the first three volumes of which are translated as Medieval exegesis: the four 
senses of Scripture (Grand Rapids: Eerdmans, 1998-2009); Michael M. Gorman, The Study of the 
Bible in the Early Middle Ages, Millennio medievale 67 (Florence: SISMEL, 2007). 
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or group it could be seen to allude to, it was first of all the story of the people of Israel. All 
other biblical peoples were therefore understood in relation to the Hebrews, who took 
centre stage in the Biblically inspired ethnographic imagination of early medieval scholars. 
 
Bede portrayed the ancient Hebrews as a people created by God and characterized by a 
number of important, defining attributes: first, they were a people descended from Jacob 
(renamed Israel). Through him they traced their descent from Isaac and Abraham, back to 
Shem, the third son of Noah. This lineage was, according to Bede, not merely a matter of 
biology but carried spiritual significance. Each of these forefathers was specially favoured 
and chosen by God. For many key figures in the family line of the Hebrews, there was a 
rival with whom he was contrasted, an unchosen brother who fathered an unchosen 
people. Jacob’s unchosen brother was Esau, the forefather of the Edomites, whose 
territory neighboured that of the Hebrews (Genesis 36). Isaac’s half-brother Ishmael was 
thought to have fathered the Saracens, a violent people whose “hand is against all men, 
and all men’s hand is against [them].”117 Abraham was chosen from among his relatives 
and singled out for special purpose, on account of his “loftier faith” (sublimioris fidei).118 
His brothers and cousins, Bede believed, were the ancestors of “other languages and other 
nations” (in linguas … alias et in nationes alias) who had abandoned “the worship of the 
one true God” (unius ueri Dei cultus).119 Abraham’s forefather Heber was the only one of 
his generation not to participate in the unlawful construction of the tower of Babel; 
because of this, his family alone preserved the original language of humanity when the 
Lord confused the languages of the builders and scattered them.120 Heber’s great-

 
117 ... manus eius contra omnes, et manus omnium contra eum. Genesis 16:12. Bede, Genesis 
IV.xvi.12 (201); trans. Kendall, 279. See also Kendall’s comments in the introduction at 26. 
118 Bede, Genesis III.xi.28 (166); trans. Kendall, 242. 
119 Bede, Genesis III.xi.27(165), trans. Kendall 241. Bede believed that the Chaldeans, from whom 
Abraham was descended and among whom he first lived, worshipped fire. Bede, Genesis III.xi.28 
(166). 
120 Vnde et ipsorum proprie, id est omnium filiorum, Heber pater appellatur. Denique soli in 
constructione turris, ut scriptura dicit, ‘labio uniuersae terrae’ in domo Heber, qui illa aetate fuit, ut 
in sequentibus legitur, prima humani generis loquela remansit, quod nomina sequentis aeui 
hominum Hebrea manifeste probant illo, ut credendum est merito, quia fidem proaui Sem cum sua 
domo secutus a coniuratione superbi operis sese inmunem seruauerit. “Hence, he is properly called 
their father, that is, the father of all the sons of Eber. And then in the building of the tower, as 
Scripture says, the sole language of the whole earth… the first language of the human race remained 
in the house of Eber, who lived at that age, as we read in subsequent verses … This was in 
accordance with his deserts, as we must believe, since, having followed with his family the faith of 
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grandfather was Shem, blessed together with his brother Japheth because they honoured 
their father, while their brother Ham was cursed (Genesis 9:24-27). Shem’s father, finally, 
was Noah, who “found favour with the Lord” (Genesis 6:8) and was saved together with 
his family when everyone else was destroyed by the flood.121 The figure below gives a 
schematic representation of these relationships as there were described by Bede in his 

commentary on Genesis:  

 
 

 
his forefather Shem, he kept himself free from the treachery of this proud work.” Bede, Genesis, 
III.x.21 (148); Kendall, 222-3. 
121 The pattern extends further back still: Noah was descended from Seth, the son of Adam and Eve 
who took the place of the righteous Abel in opposition to the cursed Cain. The integration of Cain 
and his monstrous offspring into Anglo-Saxon mythology has attracted considerable scholarly 
attention – particularly the assertion of the Beowulf poet that the monster Grendel is “Cāines 
cynne”: R.D. Fulk, Robert E. Bjork, and John D. Niles, eds., Klaeber’s Beowulf: Fourth Edition, 
Toronto Old English Studies (Toronto: University of Toronto Press, 2008), 6 (line 107); Andy 
Orchard, Pride and Prodigies: Studies of Monsters in the Beowulf Manuscript (Cambridge: D.S. 
Brewer, 1995), 58-85. 
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In Bede’s theology, descent from these patriarchs was the most important characteristic 
by which the people of Israel was defined and distinguished from the other peoples. 
Closely connected to their common descent was their worship of the true God, which in 
Biblical times had been preserved only among the Israelites and not among the other 
peoples. By Bede’s time, however, the true faith had found wide acceptance among the 
gentiles, so that this distinction faded. Something of this shift is reflected in Bede’s use of 
multiple ethnonyms for the Hebrew people: Israel, Hebrei and Judaei, respectively 
carrying a positive, a neutral, and a negative connotation. Although these multiple 
ethnonyms referred to the same people, they allowed a distinction to be made between the 
different stages of their history: Bede used “Israel” of the era before the Incarnation, 
“Judaei” in the period after the Incarnation, and “Hebrei” for any period.122 Beyond 
descent and faith, the Hebrews were characterized by their language. Although the 
Hebrew language was named for Heber, Bede believed it was preserved only by the family 
of Terah, not among Heber’s other descendants.123 It is not clear what Bede knew about 
other Semitic languages. He may have guessed that peoples who, according to his 
genealogical scheme, were closely related and who lived in the same region, such as the 
Edomites, Ammonites, Moabites and Saracens, would have spoken languages similar to 
Hebrew.124 But if he took his cue from Scriptural texts like Nehemiah 13:23-24, which he 
discussed in his commentary on Ezra and Nehemiah, it is likely that he would have 
underscored their difference rather than their similarity.125 
 
This brings us to the other peoples of the Hebrew scriptures.  All the surrounding peoples 
of whom Bede learned from the Biblical text were understood according to their presumed 
descent from the sons of Noah and the somewhat related geographic organizational 
scheme. The nearest peoples geographically were also the closest genetically, according to 
the Biblical genealogies: Edom from Esau, the Moabites and Ammonites from Lot. More 

 
122 Kendall, 25. 
123 Bede, Genesis III.xi.27 (165). 
124 On Bede’s knowledge of Hebrew, see E.F. Sutcliffe, “The Venerable Bede's Knowledge of 
Hebrew,” Biblica 16, no. 3 (1935), 300-306; on the importance he attached to the language, see Kees 
Dekker, “Pentecost and Linguistic Self-Consciousness in Anglo-Saxon England: Bede and Ælfric,” 
JEGP 104, no. 3 (2005): 345-72, at 351–352; Damian Fleming, “Jesus, that is hælend: Hebrew Names 
and the Vernacular Savior in Anglo-Saxon England,” JEGP 112, no. 1 (2013): 26-47, at 28–30. 
125 Set et in diebus illis uidi Iudaeos ducentes uxores Azotidas Ammanitidas et Moabitidas, et filii 
eorum ex media parte loquebantur Azotice et nesciebant loqui Iudaice et loquebantur iuxta linguam 
populi et populi… Bede, On Ezra and Nehemiah: D. Hurst, ed., Bedae Venerabilis Opera: Pars II: 
Opera Exegetica: 2a, CCSL 119A (Turnhout: Brepols, 1969), 391. 
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distantly related, but still Semitic, were the other inhabitants of the near East: Assyrians, 
Chaldeans, Armenians, Syrians. However, the Canaanites, who inhabited the promised 
land before the arrival of the Israelites, were descended from Ham, as were the peoples to 
the south: Libyans, Egyptians, Ethiopians. These peoples were pagans, in contrast to the 
Hebrews who were, in Bede’s view, part of the “pre-Incarnation Church”.126 Bede was 
more or less able to place them geographically, but beyond that, he knew little about 
them. 

Peoples of the classical world 
Classical and patristic texts complemented the ethnographic knowledge drawn from the 
Scriptures. From his reading of Christian authors like Jerome, Augustine, and others, 
Bede learned to identify some of the peoples mentioned in the biblical Table of Nations 
with peoples later known in the Mediterranean world – such as the Greeks and Spaniards, 
whom Bede connected to Japheth’s sons Javan and Tubal, respectively. Latin learning was 
held in high regard among ecclesiastics in early Anglo-Saxon England, and not only as an 
exegetical aid.127 Texts from the classical and patristic age thus added another dimension 
to the ethnographic knowledge of Anglo-Saxon scholars. Unsurprisingly, in this body of 
literature it was the Romans who took centre stage, and other gentes were understood 
and described in terms of their relation to the known Roman world.128 Bede’s World 
Chronicle reveals such a Rome-centred view in some of its passages, where foreign 
peoples appear as out of nowhere on the borders of the known world, causing disturbance 
with their raiding and conquest. The Saracens, whom Bede identified with the biblical 
descendants of Ishmael, are introduced as an invading force, whose only recorded 
activities are an incursion into Sicilia, laying siege to Constantinople and making war with 
the Bulgars, and entirely depopulating Sardinia.129 Similarly, the Vandals emerge from an 
unknown homeland to wreak havoc on Roman lands, migrate to Africa, and finally are 
wiped out from Africa.130 The Goths similarly appear on the fringes of the known world to 
perturb less peripheral peoples and territories.131 

 
126 Conor O’Brien, “Bede on the Jewish Church,” SCH 49 (2013): 63-73. 
127 Lamar York, “The early English lyricist,” Neophilologus 65, no. 3 (1981): 473-479. 
128 Greg Woolf, “Ethnography and the Gods in Tacitus’ Germania,” in Ancient Ethnography: New 
Approaches, ed. Eran Almagor and Joseph Skinner (London, New York: Bloomsbury, 2013), 133-
52, at 137, 144. 
129 DTR 66.557, 564, 592 (527, 529, 534-5). 
130 DTR 66.465, 480, 516 (513, 516, 521). 
131 DTR 66.382, 450, 465, 480, 501-502. (506, 512, 513, 516, 519). 
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The world of Latin learning not only offered additional information on individual peoples, 
it also offered new ways of organizing peoples. If the primary organizing principle of the 
Hebrew Bible had been kinship, in the learning of the classical world, geography played an 
equally important role.132 This is reflected in the late antique cartographic traditions that 
represented the world visually, foregrounding the territorial distribution of peoples. 
Following this tradition, most medieval world maps (mappae mundi) are oriented towards 
the East and, at their simplest, represent the world as a circular landmass surrounded by 
water and divided by waterways into three sections.133 These three continents could be 
divided among the peoples of the earth, following the same pattern Bede used in his 
commentary on Genesis: Africa for Ham; Asia for Sem; Europe for Japheth.134 Tellingly, 
the Mediterranean is the central axis of the western world. It is not clear to what degree 
Anglo-Saxons in the eighth century would have been map conscious. Certainly they 
would not have had the same familiarity with maps that we do today, and Nicholas Howe 
has remarked upon the “Anglo-Saxon tendency to use writing rather than drawing to 
create maps of the known world.”135 But it is perhaps not too great a stretch of the 
imagination to think that someone like Bede, working in a very well-stocked library, or 
Boniface, collecting books and exchanging letters and gifts with correspondents from 
Rome to York, might have had some exposure to cartography. Even without such 
exposure, they would have been able to encounter both the geographic emphasis of 

 
132 On geography and ethnography in late antiquity and the reception of these traditions in the 
middle ages, see e.g. Natalia Lozovsky, “Maps And Panegyrics: Roman Geo-Ethnographical 
Rhetoric In Late Antiquity and the Middle Ages,” in Cartography in Antiquity and the Middle Ages: 
Fresh Perspectives, New Methods, ed. Richard J.A. Talbert and Richard W. Unger, Technology 
and Change in History 10 (Leiden: Brill, 2008), 169-188 and “Geography and Ethnography in 
Medieval Europe: Classical Traditions and Contemporary Concerns” in Geography and 
Ethnography: Perceptions of the World in Pre-Modern Society, ed. Kurt A. Raaflaub and Richard 
J.A. Talbert (Chichester: Wiley-Blackwell, 2010), 311-29; Michael Maas, “Strabo and Procopius: 
Classical Geography for a Christian Empire,” in From Rome to Constantinople: Studies in Honour 
of Averil Cameron, ed. Hagit Amirav and Bas Ter Haar Romeney, Late Antique History and 
Religion 1 (Leuven: Peeters, 2007), 67-84. 
133 Kathy Lavezzo, Angels on the Edge of the World: Geography, Literature and English 
Community, 1000-1534 (Ithaca; London: Cornell University Press, 2006), 2. 
134 This potential link between Biblical and classical traditions was not universally exploited by late 
antique Christian authors: Margaret Bridges, “Of Myths and Maps: The Anglo-Saxon 
Cosmographer’s Europe,” in Writing and Culture, ed. Balz Engler, Swiss Papers in English 
Language and Literature 6 (Tübingen: Gunter Narr, 1992), 69-84, at 80–81. 
135 Howe, Writing the Map, 4. 
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classical ethnography, and its perspective in which the Mediterranean was central, and the 
rest of the world, including Britain, was correspondingly marginal.136  
 
In the context of his computistic work, Bede showed an interest in geography, particularly 
differences of latitude that lead to differing lengths of day and night.137 He knew that the 
earth was spherical, and he divided it into five zones: two frigid (at the poles), one 
exceedingly hot (at the equator) and two temperate, one in the north and one in the 
south.138 Bede believed the hot zone was to be found south of the African desert. Since it 
would be impossible to cross such an equatorial desert, he reasoned, there could be no 
merit in speculations about people living in the southern temperate zone of the earth.139 
The limits of the habitable world were thus circumscribed: the Gaetulians living in the 
“farthest part of Africa” (in parte remotioris Africae) were at it south-western edges, while 
the peoples of India were at its south-eastern frontier.140 To the far north-east, Bede 
located the Scythians – a name known from the Bible, but fleshed out by tropes from 
Latin learning.141 Boniface, in a riddle on the vice of ignorance, wrote: “the Germanic land 
has always loved me, along with the peasant race of Slavic men, and stern Scythia.”142 He 
thus portrayed the Scythians, along with the Slavs and Germans, as peoples who were 
unlearned and indeed lovers of ignorance, and contrasted them with the peoples of the 
classical world, who embraced Latin learning as Boniface himself did. Emily Thornbury 
has argued that Boniface’s allusions in this poem to Isidore’s Synonyma assume 
knowledge of that work on the part of his readers, and that the poem “demonstrates that a 
set of shared texts was part of what Boniface saw as separating him – and the community 

 
136 Nicole Guenther Discenza, Inhabited Spaces: Anglo-Saxon Constructions of Place, Toronto 
Anglo-Saxon Series (Toronto: University of Toronto Press, 2017), 56-60; A.H. Merrills, History and 
Geography in Late Antiquity (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 2005), 254-8. 
137 Because of the connection between geography and time-keeping, maps are often found in 
computus manuscripts. Evelyn Edson, “World maps and Easter tables: Medieval maps in context,” 
Imago Mundi 48, no. 1 (1996): 25-42. 
138 DTR 34 (390-391); trans. Wallis, 99. 
139 DTR 34 (390); such speculation seems to have come from Irish quarters, see John Carey, “Ireland 
and the Antipodes: the Heterodoxy of Virgil of Salzburg,” Speculum 64, no. 1 (1989): 1-10. 
140  The Gaetulians: Bede, Genesis III.x.7 (144); India: Bede, Genesis I.ii.11, III.x.22-29 (49, 149-50); 
Bede, Revelation 37 (551); see also DTR 31 (378) and 33 (382). 
141 DTR 7 (298). 
142 Ob quod semper amauit me Germanica tellus, Rustica gens hominum Sclaforum et Scythia dura. 
Boniface, “Aenigmata,” in Fransiscus Glorie, ed., Collectiones aenigmatum Merovingicae aetatis, 
CCSL 133 (Turnhout: Brepols, 1968), 297-343, no. IX,1; trans. taken from Emily V. Thornbury, 
Becoming a Poet in Anglo-Saxon England (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 2014), 202. 
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of those who read and replied to his work – from the barbarians.”143  At the other end of 
the northern world lay Britain, different from these other remote regions in that it had – at 
least in part – been conquered by the Romans and become part of the Roman world rather 
than remaining entirely beyond its compass.144 On the fringes of the empire, it was familiar 
and at the same time foreign. Anglo-Saxon authors self-consciously adopted the language 
of the margins as they addressed the wider world with their Latin writing: Bede’s 
Ecclesiastical History opens with an introduction to Britain, “an island of the ocean… 
almost under the North Pole” (Oceani insula … prope sub ipso septentrionali uertice 
mundi...).145 The Cotton Map, the only surviving Anglo-Saxon world map, produced in 
the second quarter of the eleventh century but drawing on earlier models, agrees with this 
description, showing the British Isles in the bottom left corner of the world. 

Peoples of the North Sea world 
Yet the Cotton Map also reveals “the Anglo-Saxon impulse to recentre the world on their 
own island.”146 It augments the ethnographic information of its inherited models with 
knowledge about the peoples of the world derived from more local traditions, so that 
“Britain and its surrounding islands, as well as Scandinavia and the Baltic, are drawn 
much larger and more accurately than on the types of maps upon which it must be  

 
143 Thornbury, Becoming a Poet, 203. 
144 For Bede’s stress on the Roman conquest of Britain, see Jennifer O’Reilly, “Islands and idols at the 
ends of the earth: Exegesis and conversion in Bede’s Historia Ecclesiastica,” in Bède le vénérable. 
Entre tradition et posterité, ed. Stephane Lebecq, Michel Perrin, and Olivier Szerwiniack, Histoire 
et littérature de l’Europe du Nord-Ouest 34 (Lille: Université Charles de Gaulle, 2005), 119–145, 
cited from the digital edition at <https://books.openedition.org/irhis/330> (accessed 04-07-2019), 
§36.  
145 HE I.1 (14-17). The trope is also found among other insular authors, consider for instance 
Adomnán of Iona’s comment on the marginality of Iona relative to the Christian centre, Rome: 
“This too is no small favour conferred by God on the man of blessed memory [Columba], that one 
who dwelt in this little island on the edge of the ocean should have earned a reputation that is 
famous not only in our own Ireland and in Britain, the largest of ocean’s islands, but has also reached 
the three corners of Spain and Gaul and Italy beyond the Alps, and even Rome itself, the chief of all 
cities.” Sharpe, trans., Life of St Columba, 233. See O’Reilly, “Islands and Idols” on Anglo-Saxon 
uses and adaptations of classical and patristic ideas about Britain’s location on the edge of the world. 
146 Martin K. Foys, “The Virtual Reality of the Anglo-Saxon Mappamundi,” Literature Compass 1 
(2003): 1-17 at 3.   
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2: The Cotton Map. London, British Library, Cotton Tiberius B V/1, f. 56v 
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based.”147 While the Cotton Map reflects late Anglo-Saxon view of the world, earlier 
sources also demonstrate a familiarity with the North Sea world to which Britain 
belonged, drawn from first-hand experience, general knowledge, and specific information 
gathered from local sources. Bede demonstrated a wealth of local ethnographic knowledge 
in his Ecclesiastical History. The first book opens with a description of the island of 
Britain and the successive waves of migrants who populated it: first the Britons, then the 
Picts, next the Irish and finally the Romans. Bede then devoted the first half of the first 
book mostly to events in Roman Britain, before describing the arrival of the Angles 
together with Saxons and Jutes from the North Sea littoral. Over the course of the books 
that follow, he mentioned many other groups, both contemporary and ancestral: Deirans, 
Bernicians, Northumbrians, (North and South) Mercians, Hwicce, East Angles, Middle 
Angles, people of Kent, East Saxons, West Saxons, South Saxons, Meanwaras, Gewisse, 
and (South) Gyrwe. Many of these peoples are also known from other early Anglo-Saxon 
sources, most importantly the document known as the Tribal Hidage.148 This is a list of 
thirty-four groups of people that gives an assessment of each in hides, an ancient unit of 
measurement that is thought to have originally represented the amount of land needed to 
support a household.149 The document has had a number of dates, provenances and 
purposes attributed to it; the earliest manuscript belongs to the eleventh century, but the 
text reflects an earlier situation, perhaps as early as the seventh century.150 The list 
potentially complicates Bede’s more straightforward picture of the peoples of Britain, for 

 
147 Daniel Anlezark, “The Anglo-Saxon Worldview,” in The Cambridge Companion to Old English 
Literature, second edition, ed. Malcolm Godden and Michael Lapidge (Cambridge: Cambridge 
University Press, 2013), 66-81, at 72. 
148 See David Dumville, “The Tribal Hidage: an introduction to its texts and history,” in The Origins 
of the Anglo-Saxon Kingdoms, ed. Steven Bassett (London; New York: Leicester University Press, 
1989), 225-230. 
149 The hide was the standard territorial unit of Anglo-Saxon England. T. Charles-Edwards, 
“Kinship, status and the origins of the hide,” Past & Present 56 (1972), 3–33, at 5, defined three 
assumptions about the hide current in seventh- and eighth-century England: “that the hide is the 
land of one family, that it is the land of the freeman, and that it is the land worked by one plough.” 
The size of a hide was not uniform, but on average was about 120 acres. 
150 W. Davies and H. Vierck, “The contexts of the Tribal Hidage: social aggregates and settlement 
patterns,” Frühmittelalterliche Studien 8 (1974): 223-92; N.J. Higham, An English Empire: Bede 
and the Early Anglo-Saxon Kings (Manchester: Manchester University Press, 1995), 74-111. Cyril 
Hart, “The Tribal Hidage,” TRHS, fifth series, 21 (1971): 138-57, placed the list’s composition in 
the eighth century. Peter Featherstone, “The Tribal Hidage and the Ealdormen of Mercia,” in 
Mercia: An Anglo-Saxon Kingdom in Europe, ed. Michelle P. Brown and Carol A. Farr, Studies in 
the Early History of Europe (London: Continuum, 2001), 23-34, argued that extant form was 
created in the late ninth century, but that its compilers used material from the late seventh century. 
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it includes seventeen smaller collectives (measuring 300, 600 or 900 hides each), and 
thirteen somewhat larger ones (ranging between 1200 and 7000 hides) alongside some of 
the much larger and better known kingdoms that feature regularly in Bede’s History – the 
people of Kent (15,000), the Mercians, and the East Angles (30,000 each), as well as the 
West Saxons (100,000). However, as Yorke has argued, the units of the Tribal Hidage 
need not all represent tribes or peoples. While some of them certainly were seen as gentes 
in the eighth century, others may have been administrative units only.151 
 
Local knowledge extended outwards from the Anglo-Saxon kingdoms in all directions. 
To the north were the Picts, to the west the Britons and Irish, to the south across the 
channel the Franks, Gauls, and Iberians, and to the east across the North Sea the various 
German peoples. The Ecclesiastical History, in accordance with its stated aim to give a 
history of the island of Britain, says very little about continental peoples, although it does 
mention them where relevant to the narrative.152 The “Germans” are mentioned twice, 
albeit in contexts obviously shaped by an outsider perspective. The first occurrence 
reflects a Roman perspective, since it describes the campaign of Julius Caesar against “the 
Germans and Gauls” for which Bede relied heavily on Orosius.153 The second occurrence 
reflects a British perspective, for it is the Britons who are said to erroneously call the 
Anglo-Saxon peoples “Garmans”. The passage describes the beginning of Anglo-Saxon 
missions to the continent, and displays additional local knowledge: 

He [Ecgberht] knew that there were many peoples in Germany, from whom the 
Angles and Saxons, who now live in Britain, derive their origin; hence even to this 
day they are by a corruption called Garmani by their neighbours the Britons. 
Now these people are the Frisians, Rugians, Danes, Huns, Old Saxons, and 
Boruhtware (Bructeri); there are also many other nations in the same land who 
are still practicing heathen rites to whom this soldier of Christ proposed to go, 
after sailing round Britain, to try if he could deliver any of them from Satan and 
bring them to Christ.154 

 
151 Yorke, “Political and Ethnic Identity,” 82–84. 
152 E.g. Frisians: HE III.13 (252); HE IV.22 (404); HE V.9 (476); HE V.11 (486); Burgundians: HE 
II.15 (190); Franks: HE I.6 (26), I.11 (38), III.8 (236-8); Saxons: HE I.6 (26); Goths: HE I.11 (38). 
153 HE I.2 (20-22). 
154 Quarum in Germania plurimas nouerat esse nationes, a quibus Angli uel Saxones, qui nunc 
Brittaniam incolunt, genus et originem duxisse doscuntur; unde hactenus a uicina gente Brettonum 
corrupte Garmani nuncupantur. Sunt autem Fresones, Rugini, Danai, Hunni, Antiqui Saxones, 
Boructuari. Sunt alii perplures hisdem in partibus populi paganis adhuc ritibus seruientes, ad quod 
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Bede knew that there were many peoples living in Germania, from whom he believed the 
peoples of Anglo-Saxon England to be descended. He was able to provide the names of 
some, but not all of them. Boniface’s letters also mention the Old Saxons and the 
Frisians.155 A letter from Pope Gregory III included in the Bonifacian correspondence 
addresses Thuringians and Hessians, along with six other peoples.156 Other peoples 
named Boniface’s correspondence include the Franks, Gauls, Lombards, Burgundians, 
Bavarians, Saracens and Greeks.157 Boniface evidently had some contact with Slavic 
pagans, since he asked pope Zacharias to advise on whether it was right to collect rent 
from “Slavs living on Christian land” (de Sclavis christianorum terram inhabitantibus).158 
He was also able to share with King Æthelbald a custom of the Wends, “the vilest and 
lowest race of men” (foedissimum et deterrimum genus hominum), though he did not 
relate how he learned about this practice.159 
 
While the Biblical narrative provided a scheme that contrasted Israel with the gentiles, 
with descent its primary organizing principle, and classical learning offered a scheme that 
contrasted Romans with barbarians, with geography taking pride of place as the key to 
understanding the relationships between gentes, the framework of local Anglo-Saxon 
traditions is less clear-cut. However, Anglo-Saxon authors did have their own central 
vantage point from which to survey the peoples of early medieval Europe, and that 
vantage point was “gens nostra”: our people. Who was gens nostra? Bede presented the 
Angli as the heroes of his Ecclesiastical History; they were gens nostra not only there but 
in his other writing as well. Most scholars agree that Bede played an important role in the 

 
uenire praefatus Christi miles circumnauigata Brittania disposuit, siquos forte ex illis ereptos 
Satanae ad Christum transferre ualeret… HE V.9 (476-7). 
155 Tangl 46 (75); Tangl 109 (235-6). 
156 Gregorius papa universis optimatibus et populo provinciarum Germaniae, Thuringis et Hessis, 
Bortharis et Nistresis, Uuedreciis et Lognais, Suduodis et Graffeltis vel omnibus in orientali plaga 
constitutis. Tangl 43 (68). 
157 Franks: Tangl 50 (82, 84-5), Tangl 59 (110, 115), Tangl 60 (120-24), Tangl 77 (160), Tangl 78 (171), 
Tangl 80 (179), Tangl 84 (189), Tangl 87 (195), Tangl 88 (202), Tangl 91 (207), Tangl 120 (256). 
Gauls: Tangl 59 (110), Tangl 58 (106, 108), Tangl 78 (165, 171), Tangl 87 (198). Lombards: Tangl 45 
(72), Tangl 58 (107-8), Tangl 68 (141), Tangl 78 (171). Saracens: Tangl 60 (123); Greeks: Tangl 73 
(148), Tangl 78 (171). 
158 Tangl 87 (200); trans. Emerton, 142. 
159 Tangl 73 (150); trans. Emerton, 106. 
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development and promotion of the very idea of the Angli.160 There is some debate, 
however, regarding to what extent this was Bede’s own intention, and to what extent this 
was instead the result of later interpretations of his work. For instance, Sarah Foot has 
stressed the role of King Alfred in the promotion of the idea of “Angelcynn”—a notion 
inspired by Bede, but given a new significance in Alfred’s late ninth century context.161 
Others have advanced an interpretation of the Ecclesiastical History in which the Angli 
which are its stated subjects are not understood as “the English” as a whole, but as the 
Northumbrians.162 This approach offers an alternative to the prevailing understanding 
that Bede promoted a vision of pan-Anglo-Saxon unity in the Ecclesiastical History, long 
before such unity could become a political reality. Its proponents seek to align Bede better 
with his own historical context, which, it is argued, was characterized by loyalties at the 
more local level of the kingdom, and competition and even antagonism between the 
Anglo-Saxon peoples. However, others contend that a detailed analysis of the 
Ecclesiastical History and its use of the word Angli supports the hypothesis that, at least 
some of the time, Bede had all the Anglo-Saxons, not just the Angles, in mind when he 
wrote about the Angli.163 Although Bede’s history contained much that was relevant to his 
own kingdom and its king, to whom the Ecclesiastical History was dedicated, this did not 
reflect a pro-Northumbrian bias at the expense of an interest in unity among the gens 
Anglorum as a whole.164 
 
That Bede can have understood gens nostra to be wider than his own kingdom or even 
just the Angles, is made more likely by the fact that other contemporary sources express 
the same understanding. Boniface was a West Saxon who belonged neither to the 

 
160 Wormald, “Bede, the bretwaldas and the origins of the gens Anglorum,” 99–129; Wormald, “The 
Venerable Bede and the ‘Church of the English,’”13–32; Nicholas Brooks, Bede and the English, 
Jarrow Lecture (Jarrow: St Paul’s, 1999); Brooks, “English Identity from Bede to the Millennium.” 
161 Foot, “The making of Angelcynn.” 
162 Stephen J. Harris, “Bede, Social practice, and the problem with foreigners,” Essays in Medieval 
studies 13 (1996): 97-109. Alan Thacker takes a middle road, arguing that Bede’s idea of the Angli 
was not always consistent; they were a people that was sometimes understood in a broader and 
sometimes in a more restricted sense. Alan Thacker, “The Toller Lecture. Read at the John Rylands 
Library, March 2015. Bede's Idea of the English,” Bulletin of the John Rylands Library 92, no. 1 
(2016): 1-26. 
163 Wormald, “Bede, the bretwaldas and the origins of the gens Anglorum”; Reynolds, “What Do We 
Mean by Anglo-Saxon and the Anglo-Saxons?”; Michael Richter, “Bede’s Angli: Angles or English?” 
Peritia 3 (1984): 85–114. 
164 Georges Tugene, L’idée de nation chez Bède le Vénérable, Collection des études augustiniennes, 
Série Moyen-Age et temps modernes 37 (Paris: Institut d'études augustiniennes, 2001), 33–37. 
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Northumbrian nor the Anglian gens. Nevertheless, he too reckoned himself one of the 
Angli and addressed all his English correspondents, whether from Kent (“Jutish” in Bede’s 
scheme), Mercia (“Anglian”), or elsewhere, with the same sense of belonging together, the 
same inclusive “gens nostra”.165 Interestingly, though, a letter to Ecgberht of York asked 
him to weed out vices that had taken root “among your people” (in gente tua): perhaps an 
indication that Boniface drew a rather sharper distinction between the Northumbrians 
and the other Anglo-Saxon gentes.166 Another early eighth century perspective worth 
considering is that of Stephen, the author of the Life of Wilfrid (c. 710).167 Erin Dailey has 
suggested that may have written his Life in part in response to the slightly earlier 
anonymous Life of Gregory, offering  “a remarkably different outlook on ethnicity, which 
focused on the Northumbrians as a distinct gens, independent of any larger ethnic 
category.”168 Dailey notes that the two occasions on which Stephen used the phrase gens 
Anglorum are both ascribed to foreigners, and thus perhaps faithfully record an outsider 
perspective rather than Stephen’s own.169 Stephen did indeed show an interest in what he 
called the gens Ultrahumbrensium.170 But he only called them gens nostra in one place, 
and there it is not clear that he meant the Northumbrians exclusively: at the dedication of 
the church at Ripon, Wilfrid read out “a list of all the consecrated places ... which the 
British clergy  had deserted when fleeing from the hostile sword wielded by the warriors of 
our own nation (gentis nostrae)”.171 Although the context implies that the Northumbrians 
under the leadership of King Ecgfrith were primarily in view, the expression served mainly 

 
165 Tangl 46 (74) to all the Angli; Tangl 73 (156) to Æthelbald of Mercia; Tangl 74 (156) to Herefrith; 
Tangl 78 (171) to Cuthbert of Canterbury. See also references to gens nostra in Tangl 116 (251), 
Cuthbert of Wearmouth-Jarrow writing to Lull, and Tangl 137 (276), Wigberht writing to Lull.  
166 Tangl 75 (157). 
167 Stephen’s Vita was edited byWilhelm Levison in B. Krusch and W. Levison, Passiones Vitaeque 
Sanctorum Aevi Merovingici, MGH Scriptores rerum Merovingicarum 6 (Hannover and Leipzig: 
Hahn, 1913), 163-263; Bertram Colgrave, ed. and trans., The Life of Bishop Wilfrid by Eddius 
Stephanus (Cambridge et al.: Cambridge University Press, 1927, reprinted 1985), with an English 
translation on the facing page; Christiaan Alexander H. Moonen, ed. and trans., Eddius Stephanus: 
Het Leven van Sint Wilfrid (‘s Hertogenbosch: Malmberg, 1946), with a Dutch translation on the 
facing page. Citations and translations are here taken from Colgrave (1985). The identification of 
this Stephen with the Æddi mentioned by Bede in HE IV.2 (334) has long since been shown to be 
inaccurate: D.P. Kirby, “Bede, Eddius Stephanus and the ‘Life of Wilfrid’,” EHR 98, no. 386 (1983): 
101-14, at 102-104. 
168 Erin Thomas A. Dailey, “The Vita Gregorii and Ethnogenesis in Anglo-Saxon Britain,” Northern 
History 47, no. 2 (2010): 195-207, at 201. 
169 Dailey, “The Vita Gregorii and Ethnogenesis,” 201-2. 
170 VW 47 (96). 
171 VW 17 (36-7). 
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to contrast “our people” and the Britons, not the Northumbrians and other Anglo-Saxon 
peoples. Even if Stephen was interested in promoting a distinctive Northumbrian people, 
he did not do so by sacrificing entirely a broader conception of the Anglo-Saxons as a 
gens. In several places he expressed a sense of a shared ethnicity with peoples outside 
Northumbria. For instance, the South Saxons are described as the inhabitants of “a 
province of our people” (gentis nostrae ... provincia).172 When Stephen had Theodore 
praise Wilfrid as “most learned of your race” (eruditissimum ... vestrae gentis), it was as a 
preamble to his attempt to nominate him as his successor as Archbishop of Canterbury – 
in this context it is clear that Wilfrid was not being compared only to his fellow 
Northumbrians, but to all Anglo-Saxon clerics.173 Furthermore, King Aldfrith is quoted as 
referring to the council at Austerfield as a gathering of “almost all the prelates of our 
people of Britain” (omnibus paene Brittaniae nostrae gentis praesulibus).174 This council 
included at least Archbishop Berhtwald of Canterbury from outside Northumbria, and – 
since Wilfrid’s Mercian possessions were also explicitly targeted – possibly also Headda, 
bishop of the Mercians.175 We may also note that Stephen seems eager to report on 
Wilfrid’s connection with Mercia, and that he may himself have been from one of Wilfrid’s 
Mercian houses.176 (Eric John has suggested that Wilfrid’s close ties with Mercia may have 
contributed to his fall from the Northumbrian king’s favour: “It seems that Wilfrid was a 
little too English and too little Northumbrian for the northern establishment’s liking.”177) 
Stephen is therefore another witness to a widely shared understanding that gens nostra 
was something larger than the people of a particular kingdom, although, unlike Bede and 
Boniface, Stephen seemed to prefer the name Saxones for this people.178 All three of these 
sources indicate that, under certain circumstances, gens nostra might mean something 
approaching what would later be meant with “the English” or “the Anglo-Saxons”. 
However, in other cases the sense was more restricted. For Bede and perhaps Stephen, 
gens nostra could also be the Northumbrians, while Boniface may at times have excluded 

 
172 VW 41 (82). 
173 VW 43 (86-7). 
174 VW 58 (126-7). 
175 VW 46-7 (92-9); Cubitt, Church Councils, 50, describes the gathering as a “national synod”. 
176 Kirby, “Bede, Eddius,” 104-106 
177 Eric John, “The Social and Political Problems of the Early English Church,” in Land, Church and 
People: Essays Presented to H.P.R. Finberg, ed. Joan Thirsk (Reading: Museum of English Rural 
Life, 1970), 39-63, at 51, cf. 62. 
178 The Southumbrian peoples subject to Ecgfrith are described as Saxones, but so are the 
Northumbrian rulers of the Picts; Wilfrid described himself as “a bishop of Saxonia” in his petition 
to Pope Agatho. VW 21 (42), VW 19 (40), VW 30 (60). 
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the Northumbrians from his own gens. As will be seen in following chapters, others, too, 
may at times have thought primarily one of the smaller gentes within the larger gens 
Anglorum when they thought of gens nostra. 
 

Characteristics 
As noted in the Introduction, scholars have identified multiple factors that contributed to 
the formation of new gentes and their development of a sense of shared ethnicity in late 
antiquity and the early Middle Ages. Yet a definitive list of the characteristics of a gens has 
proven elusive, as scholars continue to disagree on which elements should be included and 
their relative importance. For example, Anthony D. Smith proposed the following 
definition of a “nation”, which he considered to also be appropriate to pre-modern 
contexts: “a named community possessing an historic territory, shared myths and 
memories, a common public culture and common laws and customs.”179 However, 
exceptions to each of these points are easily found. As Walter Pohl notes:  

The Early Middle Ages provide evidence of ethnic groups without common 
territory, language, religion or culture, or even without several of these. These 
groups could be stable enough to survive the change of language, religion, 
culture, the ethnonym or even the loss of the homeland or of political 
independence. The early mediaeval Franks shifted their settlement area, 
converted to Christianity, changed their language, their costume and many 
customs …. But that did not lead to a loss of Frankish identity…180 

Like modern scholarly opinion, early medieval ideas about gentes were not uniform. 
While some late antique and early medieval authors stressed the importance of common 
descent in defining a gens, others drew attention to characteristics such as territory, 
language, laws and customs, and institutions.181 The following paragraphs explore the 

 
179 Anthony D. Smith, “When is a nation?” Geopolitics 7, no. 2 (2002): 5–32, at 15, cf. Anthony D. 
Smith, The Ethnic Origins of Nations (Oxford: Blackwell, 1986), 22-30. 
180 Pohl, “Comparing Communities,” 21. 
181 Susan Reynolds, Kingdoms and Communities in Western Europe, 900-1200 (Oxford: Clarendon, 
1984), 250-61, and “Our Forefathers? Tribes, Peoples and Nations in the Age of Migrations,” in: 
After Rome’s Fall: Narrators and Sources of Early Medieval History. Essays presented to Walter 
Goffart, ed. Alexander Callander Murray (Toronto: University of Toronto Press, 1998), 17-36, at 22; 
Walter Pohl, “Telling the Difference: Signs of Ethnic Identity,” in Strategies of Distinction: The 
Construction of Ethnic Communities, 300-800, ed. Walter Pohl and Helmut Reimitz, 
Transformation of the Roman World 2 (Leiden; Boston: Brill, 1998), 17-70; Bartlett, “Medieval and 
Modern Concepts,” 40; Heydemann, “People(s) of God?”, 33-4, 45. 
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characteristics associated with being a people in eighth-century Anglo-Saxon literature, 
discussing, in turn, ancestry, physical traits, language, territory, polity, and religion. It is 
argued that of these, ancestry, territory and religion were considered the most important 
in shaping Anglo-Saxon perceptions of ethnicity. 

Ancestry 
The Biblical account of how Noah’s offspring became progenitors of all the world’s 
peoples, “according to… their families in their nations” (Genesis 10:5) would surely have 
been in the minds of monks like Bede and Boniface when they thought about ethnicity.182 
Their education would also have exposed them to classical learning that presented peoples 
as deriving their origins from the offspring of a (mythical) ancestor.183 Later genealogies 
suggest similar traditions were also current among the peoples of northern Europe, 
including the Anglo-Saxons.184 Bede’s account of the arrival of the Anglo-Saxons in 
Britain certainly reflects such genealogical thinking: 

They came from three very powerful peoples of Germany, the Saxons, Angles, 
and Jutes. The people of Kent and the inhabitants of the Isle of Wight are of 
Jutish origin and also those opposite the Isle of Wight, that part of the province of 
the West Saxons which is still today called the nation of the Jutes. From the 
Saxons, that is, the region now called [the region of] the Old Saxons, came the 
East Saxons, South Saxons, and West Saxons. Besides this, from the country of 
the Angles, that is, the land between the provinces of the Jutes and the Saxons, 
which is called Angulus, came the East Angles, the Middle Angles, the Mercians, 
and all the Northumbrian race (that is those people who dwell north of the river 
Humber) as well as the other English peoples.185 

 
182 O’Reilly, “Islands and Idols”, §3; Tristan Major, Undoing Babel: The Tower of Babel in Anglo-
Saxon Literature (Toronto: University of Toronto Press, 2018), 87, 95, 101-103. 
183 Harris, Race and Ethnicity, 14. 
184 For editions, see David N. Dumville, “The Anglian Collection of Royal Genealogies and Regnal 
Lists,” ASE 5 (1976): 23-50, and “The West Saxon genealogical regnal list and the chronology of 
early Wessex,” Peritia 4 (1985): 21-66. On the traditions behind the texts, see Hermann Moisl, 
“Anglo-Saxon royal genealogies and Germanic oral tradition,” Journal of Medieval History 7, no. 3 
(1981): 215-248. On genealogies more generally, see Walter Pohl, “Genealogy: A Comparative 
Perspective from the Early Medieval West,” in Meanings of Community across Medieval Eurasia: 
Comparative Approaches, ed. Eirik Hovden, Christina Lutter and Walter Pohl (Leiden: Brill, 2016), 
232-270. The Anglian genealogies are discussed in below (Chapter 6). 
185  Aduenerant autem de tribus Germaniae populis fortioribus, id est Saxonibus, Anglis, Iutis. De 
Iutarum origine sunt Cantuari et Uictuarii, hoc est ea gens que Uectae tenet insulam, et ea quae 
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Descent mattered not only at the communal but also at the individual level. In a letter to 
king Æthelbald of Mercia, and in the accompanying letter to the priest Herefrid, Boniface 
and his co-authors identified themselves as “born and bred of that same English people” 
(de eadem Anglorum gente nati et nutriti).186 The phrase identified common descent as an 
important aspect of belonging to a gens. Similar expressions can be found in other letters. 
Another letter was addressed to everyone “of the lineage and stock of the English” (de 
stirpe et prosapia Anglorum) and identified Boniface as “born of that same race” 
(procreatis eiusdem generis), suggesting a commonality among all the Anglo-Saxons 
based on common descent.187 Casting the net of shared ancestry still wider, Boniface 
argued in this letter that the continental Saxons were especially deserving of conversion 
because they were “of one blood and of one bone” (de uno sanguine et de uno osse) with 
the Angli.188 Bishop Torthelm of Leicester’s reply made explicit what Boniface had only 
implied, calling the prospective converts “our people” (gens nostra).189 In these letters, 
then, ethnicity was construed as biological and hereditary: those who shared “blood and 
bone”, who could trace their ancestry back to a common point, were one people. 
 
It was the paternal line that was most important in this connection. Bede described how 
the Picts, when they first arrived in Britain, had no wives, and sought them from the Irish. 
The Irish agreed on condition that, “in cases of doubt”, heirs to the throne should be 
appointed from the maternal line, and Bede noted that this was still the custom among the 
Picts at the time of writing.190 Bede was not trying to make a point about ethnicity, but the 
anecdote is instructive. Logically, if we take the story literally, all Picts would have been 
half-Irish. Nevertheless, Bede consistently and unequivocally treated the Picts as a 
separate people – from which we can infer that it was patrilineage that counted. Bede’s 

 
usque hodie in prouincia Occidentalium Saxonum Iutarum natio nominatur, posita contra ipsam 
insulam Uectam. De Saxonibus, id est ea regione quae nunc Antiquorum Saxonum cognominatur, 
uenere Orientales Saxones, Meridiani Saxones, Occidui Saxones. Porro de Anglis, hoc est illa patria 
quae Angulus dicitur, et ab eo tempore usque hoie manere desertus inter prouincias Iutarum et 
Saxonum perhibetur, Orientales Angli, Mediterranei Angli, Merci tota Nordanhymbrorum 
progenies, id est illarum gentium quae ad boream Humbri fluminis inhabitant, ceterique Anglorum 
populi sunt orti. HE I.15 (50-51, trans. adapted). 
186 Tangl 74 (156). 
187 Tangl 46 (74). 
188 Tangl 46 (75). 
189 Tangl 47 (76). 
190 HE I.1 (18-19). On the origin story of the Picts in the Ecclesiastical History, see Merrills, History 
and Geography, 283-6. 
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commentary on Genesis 10 similarly makes only the male offspring of Noah and his sons 
progenitors of ethnic groups.191 
 
The exchange between Boniface and Torthelm draw attention to a problem with defining 
ethnicity through ancestry: how far back did one go? The criterion of kinship offered the 
possibility of creating collective identities that varied in size from the immediate family to 
the whole of humanity, but neither end of that spectrum would normally be considered a 
gens. The degree to which genealogical ties could inspire a sense of solidarity must surely 
have varied. James Palmer has noted that “Boniface’s need to point out [the relationship 
between the English and the Saxons] in the first place … might suggest that this kinship 
was not necessarily something the Angli always remembered or cared about.”192 Perhaps 
Boniface himself put more stock in the genetic connection between himself and his 
prospective converts than most – and even he did not fully erase the distinction between 
his own people and the peoples to whom he preached, calling the former Angli and the 
latter Saxones.193 Bede believed that the Saxons of Anglo-Saxon England shared a 
common origin with the Saxons of the continent, but nowhere implied that they were in 
his own day still members of the same gens. Although common ancestry was therefore 
essential, it was therefore not by itself sufficient to give clear definition to a gens. 

Physical traits 
Genealogical connections may have implied physical similarities. Some classical authors 
make reference to physical traits as markers of ethnicity.194 In the early Middle Ages, 
artistic personifications of gentes allow us to see something of how different physical traits 
continued to be associated with ethnic diversity. In a gospel book made for Otto III (980-

 
191 In this regard Bede was faithfully following the Biblical account, which only names sons, not 
daughters. Bede did, in another work, note that Carthage was possibly founded by Dido, the 
daughter of Carcedon of Tyre – this is a rare exception to the rule that mythical ancestors and 
founders are typically male. DTR 66.85 (475). 
192 James T. Palmer, Anglo-Saxons in a Frankish World, 690-900 (Turnhout, Belgium: Brepols, 
2009), 50; for a contrasting view, see John-Henry Clay, In the Shadow of Death: Saint Boniface and 
the Conversion of Hessia, 721-54, Cultural Encounters in Late Antiquity and the Middle Ages 11 
(Turnhout: Brepols, 2010), 270. 
193 Palmer, Anglo-Saxons in a Frankish World, 50–51. On the choice for Angli rather than Saxones, 
see Walter Pohl, “Ethnic Names and Identities in the British Isles.” On the ethnonym “Angli” see 
also Michael Richter, “Bede’s Angli: Angles or English?”; Wormald, “Bede, the bretwaldas and the 
origins of the gens Anglorum”; Foot, “The Making of Angelcynn.” 
194 Pohl, “Telling the Difference,” 18. 
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1002), Roma, Gallia, Germania and Sclavinia are shown demurely bringing gifts to the 
emperor seated on the facing page (Munich, Bayerische Staatsbibliothek, Clm 4453, f. 23v-
24r). Each has a different skin tone and hair colour: for instance, Germania has pale skin 
and yellow hair, while Gallia’s skin is brown and her hair black.195 

 

 
 

 
195 On this image and its manuscript, see Henry Mayr-Harting, Ottonian Book Illumination: An 
Historical Study, second, revised edition, 2 vols. (London: Harvey Miller, 1999), I:159-162, II:15. It 
should be noted that there does not appear to have been a fixed association of particular 
complexions with particular peoples. A very similar and nearly contemporary image (Bamberg, 
Staatsbibliotek, Msc. Class. 79, fol. 1v) shows the same four figures (except that Roma at the head of 
the group is replaced with Italia). Here, Gallia is still shown with dark features and hair, but the 
other three figures have a different appearance from their representation in the Munich manuscript. 

3: Munich, Bayerische Staatsbibliothek, Clm 4453, f. 23v 
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The adoption of scholarly traditions from the classical world meant that those in Anglo-
Saxon England who had enjoyed an education were aware of how (late) antique authors 
from the Mediterranean world had perceived the northern peoples from whom they traced 
their descent.196 Writing at the end of the first century, Tacitus described the Germans in 
a typical fashion: “[T]he physical type, if one may generalize about so vast a population, is 
everywhere the same – wild blue eyes, reddish hair and huge frames that excel only in 
violent effort.”197 While there is no evidence for knowledge of Tacitus’ Germania in 
eighth-century England, the trope of the pale, yellow-haired northerner was well 
known.198 Bede, in his description of how Deiran slaves attracted Gregory’s attention at a 
Roman market, showed an acute sense of the physical alterity of the Angli in the eyes of 
the Roman monk, which prompted reflection on the character and destiny of their 
people.199 On the basis of this episode, Craig R. Davis concluded that “[t]he nation of 
Angles for Bede was ... a race, a physical ethnicity...”200 That may be overstating the case, 
since Bede also ascribed a fair complexion to other gentes. For instance, in his 
commentary on 1 Samuel, Bede contrasted the “whiteness” of the Germanic peoples with 
the “blackness” of the Ethiopians: “The black Ethiopian and the white Saxon – which is a 
native of which colour can be easily and readily discerned, without any controversy.”201 
Bede’s narrative of the slave boys does make clear that he was aware of certain physical 
features that set the Angli apart from a Roman like Gregory.202 That the exotic Angli are 

 
196 Jeremy McInerny, “Ethnicity: An Introduction,” in A Companion to Ethnicity in the Ancient 
Mediterranean, ed. Jeremy McInerny (Chichester: Wiley-Blackwell, 2014), 1-17, at 2. 
197  Harold Mattingly, trans., revised with an introduction and notes by J.B. Rives, Agricola and 
Germania (London: Penguin, 2009), ch. 4. 
198 Lapidge, The Anglo-Saxon Library, 66, 68. See Harris, Race and Ethnicity, 22-24 for the textual 
history of the Germania, which is extant in only one fifteenth-century manuscript. A connection 
with Anglo-Saxon circles may be suggested by the fact that the Germania was known to Rudolf of 
Fulda (d. 865) who cited from chapter four in his Translation of Saint Alexander: Georgius Heiricus 
Pertz, ed., Translatio S. Alexandri auctoribus Rudolfo et Meginharto, MGH Scriptores (in Folio) 2 
(Hannover: Hahn, 1829), 673-81, at 675. 
199 HE II.1. Cf. VGr 9 (90-91). 
200 Craig R. Davis, “An Ethnic Dating of Beowulf,” ASE 35 (2006): 111-129, at 125. 
201 “… niger aethiops et saxo candidus cuius sit quisque coloris indigena possunt facile statim et sine 
ulla controuersia discerni…” Bede, Samuel II.x.25 (93). Whiteness and blackness are both given 
spiritual significance: see Kendall, 24–25; Robert W. Rix, “Northumbrian Angels in Rome: religion 
and politics in the anecdote of St Gregory,” Journal of Medieval History 38, no. 3 (2012): 257-77, at 
273-6. 
202 On this episode, see Rix, “Northumbrian Angels in Rome”; Stephen J. Harris, “Bede and 
Gregory’s Allusive Angles,” Criticism 44, no. 3 (2002): 271-289; Allen J. Frantzen, “Bede and Bawdy 
Bale: Gregory the Great, Angels, and the ‘Angli’,” in Anglo-Saxonism and the Construction of Social 
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portrayed as angelic inverts the classical association of the physical alterity of the peoples 
of northern Europe with fierceness and indeed a certain grotesquery – the episode thus 
demonstrates how Anglo-Saxon authors could creatively reshape the traditions they 
received from the Roman world. 

Language 
Biblical passages like the one cited above about the offspring of Noah, also identify 
language as a feature associated with peoplehood: 

These are the generations of the sons of Noah ... By these were divided the 
islands of the gentes in their regions, every one according to his tongue …203 

Bede echoed such ideas in his description of the dispersion of the church “throughout 
different peoples and languages” (per diuersas nationes et linguas).204 The origins of 
linguistic diversity were to be found in the confusion of languages at Babel, through which 
“the fellowship of the human race was torn asunder by the confounding of languages.”205 
The passage links linguistic and ethnic division, implying that diversity of language 
meant, or would lead to, ethnic separation. The correlation of linguistic and ethnic 
collectives was also assumed in Bede’s description of the various inhabitants of Britain that 
set the stage for his Ecclesiastical History: “At the present time, there are five languages in 
Britain ... These are the languages of the English, the Britons, the Irish, the Picts and the 
Latins; through the study of the scriptures, Latin is in general use among them all.”206 
Although the first four languages corresponded neatly to a named ethnic group, the fifth, 
Latin, raises questions about multilingualism and the possibility of individuals belonging 
to more than one linguistic community. Although Latin had originally been the language 
of a single people (the Latins, later also called the Romans), it had become widely shared 

 
Identity, ed. Allen J. Frantzen and John D. Niles (Gainesville: University Press of Florida, 1997), 17-
39; Lavezzo, Angels on the Edge of the World, 27-45. 
203 hae generationes filiorum Noe... ab his divisae sunt insulae gentium in regionibus suis 
unusquisque secundum linguam... Genesis 10:1, 5. 
204 HE III.25 (300). 
205 … cum confusione linguarum humani generis est discissa societas. Bede, Genesis I.ii.3 (36); trans. 
Kendall, 102. Bede believed that the original language spoken by humanity from the creation until 
the confusion of languages at Babel was Hebrew, which continued to be spoken by the descendants 
of Eber [Heber], who is presented as a proto-saint who did not participate in the construction of the 
tower of Babel. 
206 Haec in praesenti ... quinque gentium linguis ... Anglorum uidelicet, Brettonum, Scottorum, 
Pictorum et Latinorum, quae meditatione scripturarum ceteris omnibus est facta communis. HE I.1 
(16-17), trans. adapted. 
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and used.207 Languages might therefore be used in common among several gentes, and 
some individuals might have several languages at their disposal, not only Latin and their 
native vernacular, but also combinations of vernaculars.208 
 
A passage from the antique author Arnobius that Bede copied into his World Chronicle is 
instructive here. It discusses the division of the world among the sons of Noah, and 
attributes certain areas, peoples, and languages to each. 

To Shem, Noah’s firstborn, was given the portion from Persia to Bactria all the 
way to India and the Rinocoruras. This expanse of land comprised 28 barbaric 
languages. Within these languages, the peoples form 48 nations, not of diverse 
languages but, as I said, of diverse nations. … Ham, the second son [received] 
from the Rinocoruras to Gadira, containing languages of Punic speech in the 
region of the Garamentes, Latin in the northern part, barbarian in the southern 
region of the Ethiopians and the Egyptians, and of various speech in the 
barbarous interior: 22 languages in 394 nations. But Japheth, the third [son took] 
from Media to Gadira and northwards. Japheth had the Tigris river, which 
divides Media and Babylonia: 200 nations, in 23 languages of different speech. 
Altogether these made 72 languages, and 1,000 nations of the generations, located 
in this order throughout the world.209  

 
207  Alaric Hall, “Interlinguistic Communication in Bede's Historia Ecclesiastica Gentis Anglorum,” 
in Interfaces between Language and Culture in Medieval England: A Festschrift for Matti Kilpiö, ed. 
Alaric Hall, Agnes Kiricsi, Olga Timofeeva and Bethany Fox (Leiden: Brill, 2012), 37-80, at 42, 48. 
208 Hall, “Interlinguistic Communication,” 62–65. For examples, see also Anton Scharer, “The role 
of language in Bede’s Ecclesiastical History,” in Changing Perspectives on England and the 
Continent in the Early Middle Ages, Variorum Collected Studies Series (Farnham: Variorum, 2014), 
no. II, translated from Scharer, “Die Bedeutung der Sprache in Bedas Historia Ecclesiastica Gentis 
Anglorum,” in Sprache und Identität im frühen Mittelalter, ed. Walter Pohl and Bernhard Zeller, 
Forschungen zur Geschichte des Mittelalters 20 (Vienna: Verlag der Österreichischen Akademie der 
Wissenschaften, 2012), 131-6. 
209 Sem primogenito Noe pars facta est a Persida et Bactris usque in Indiam longe et usque 
Rinocoruras, quae spatia terrarum habent linguas sermone barbarico XX et VII. In quibus linguis 
gentes sunt patriarum quadringentae et sex non diuersarum linguarum, sed, ut dixi, diuersarum 
patriarum. … Cham uero secundus filius Noe a Rinocoruris usque Gadira, habens linguas sermone 
Punico a parte Garamantum, Latino a parte boreae, barbarico a parte meridiani, Aethiopium et 
Aegyptiorum, ac barbaris interioribus uario sermone XXII linguis in patriis CCCXC et IIII. Iafeth 
autem tertius a Media usque ad Gadira ad boream. Habet autem Iafeth flumen Tigridem, qui diuidit 
Mediam et Babyloniam in patriis CC, sermone uario in linguis XX et tribus. Fiunt ergo omnes simul 
linguae LXX duae, patriae autem generationum mille, quae in tripertito saeculo hoc ordine sitae 
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This passage clarifies a number of things. Firstly, Bede believed that there were fewer 
languages in the world than peoples. A linguistic community therefore need not imply a 
united ethnic community. Isidore’s Etymologies, known to have been available in Bede’s 
library at Jarrow, says the same: “In the beginning, there were as many languages as 
peoples, but later more peoples than languages, for many peoples arose out of one 
language.”210 Secondly, however, very large descent-groups, such as the descendants of 
Ham, could be divided into different languages. Lastly, the passage may indicate a certain 
awareness of the existence of language-groups in its description of “linguas sermone 
Punico... Latino... barbarico... uario”. Boniface would have had first-hand experience of a 
variety of Germanic languages, including his native West Saxon, Old Frisian, Old Saxon, 
and Frankish.211 Perhaps the similarities between these languages offered supporting 
evidence for his belief in (distant) common ancestry for these peoples.212   

Territory 
One of the important differences between the Angli and their continental cousins, 
according to Bede and Boniface, was that they lived in a different place. Anglo-Saxon 
missionaries’ self-identifications frequently made reference to their homeland, or rather, 
the fact that they are away from it. Willibrord’s autobiographical note in the Echternach 
Calendar begins by recording that he “came from beyond the sea” (veniebat ultra mare).213 

 
sunt. DTR 66.26-28 (468-9); trans. Wallis, 163-4. Cf. Arnobius Junior, Commentarii in Psalmos, ed. 
Klaus-D. Daur, Arnobii Iunioris Opera Omnia 1, CCSL 25 (Turnhout: Brepols, 1990), 159-60. 
210  Initio autem quot gentes tot linguae fuerunt, deinde plures gentes quam linguae, quia ex una 
lingua multae sunt gentes exortae. Reydellet, ed. and trans., Étymologies, 31 (IX.1.1), translated in 
Julia M.H. Smith, Europe after Rome: a new cultural history 500-1000 (Oxford: Oxford University 
Press, 2005), 17. Laistner, “The Library of the Venerable Bede,” 240, 244, 265.  
211 Marco Mostert, “Communicating the Faith: The Circle of Boniface, Germanic Vernaculars, and 
Frisian and Saxon Converts,” Amsterdamer Beiträge zur älteren Germanistik 70 (2013): 87-130, at 
123, suggests that “a kind of generally understandable Germanic was spoken among the Utrecht 
missionaries” in the middle of the eighth century, and that this blend of Old Frisian, Old English, 
Old High German, Old Low German, Old Saxon and Old Dutch is reflected in the texts produced 
there. 
212 We should not assume that everyone agreed on how similar these languages were. In the wake of 
Scandinavian settlement in England in the ninth and tenth centuries, some English writers 
differentiated the Scandinavian language from the English, yet, as late as the twelfth century, a 
descendant of the Scandinavian settlers in Iceland commented that the Icelanders and English “are 
of one tongue”. He emphasized this despite also acknowledging that “one of the two tongues has 
changed greatly, or both somewhat.” Smith, Europe after Rome, 22. 
213 H.A. Wilson, ed., The Calendar of St Willibrord from MS Paris Lat. 10837: A Facsimile with 
Transcription, Introduction, and Notes, Henry Bradshaw Society 55 (London: Harrison and Sons, 
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Boniface called himself an “exile in Germany” (exul Germanicus), and imagined his 
mission as a long voyage or pilgrimage on which his companions were fellow-pilgrims 
(comites peregrinationis).214 Likening himself to a ship drifting on the ocean, he asked for 
prayers that God would “hold our frail vessel in His guiding and protecting hand, preserve 
it from the waves of German tempests, and bring it safely to the peaceful shore of the 
heavenly Jerusalem.”215 The expanse of sea separating Boniface from his homeland formed 
a recurring theme in his correspondence. Both he and his friends in Britain were acutely 
aware of the voyage over land and water required to enable communication between 
them.216 The contrast between those who remained in their “native land” (patrius) and 
those who had left their “native shores” (patria litora) on pilgrimage runs throughout the 
letter. By characterizing themselves as exiles and pilgrims, the missionaries tacitly posited 
their continuing connection to the homeland from which they were separated, and to its 
inhabitants.217  
 
The island of Britain also played an important role in defining the scope of Bede’s history 
of the gens Anglorum.218 Yet the island was not inhabited by the Angli alone, as the 
opening chapter immediately acknowledged. A large geographic region or territory might 
therefore be home to multiple gentes. Germania provides another example: although it 
was a named territory, the corresponding German gens was elusive.219 While in some 
contexts early medieval authors wrote of a gens Germanica, in other places Germania was 
associated more readily with multiple gentes.220 Conversely, a single gens might inhabit 
several small territories. Boniface’s biographer Willibald explained that the regions of 
Frisia “though bearing different names, are, nevertheless, the property of one nation 

 
1918). The note is found on plate XI in Wilson’s facsimile (folio 39b), the transcription on page 11 
and notes at 42-43. On the identity of the scribe: D.R. Howlett, “Willibrord’s Autobiographical 
Note and the ‘Versus Sybillae de Iudicui Dei,’” Peritia 20 (2008): 154–64. 
214 Exul germanicus: Tangl 30 (54); comites peregrinationis: Tangl 33 (57). 
215 … navem fragilitatis nostrae, ne fluctibus Germanicarum tempestatum submergatur, dextera sua 
protegente et gubernante inlesam custodiendo ad caelestis Hierusalem litus tranquillum perducat. 
Tangl 38 (63); trans. Emerton, 44. 
216 Abbess Eangyth and her daughter Heahburg wrote that Boniface was divided from them by “a 
wide expanse of sea and land and the borders of many states” (longo intervallo terre marisque et 
multarum provinciarum terminis. Tangl 14 (25); trans. Emerton, 16.  
217 On the exile motif in Boniface’s letters, see also Clay, In the Shadow of Death, 271–277. 
218 O’Reilly, “Islands and Idols”, §24-26; Merrills, History and Geography, 234-9, 249-60. 
219 Palmer, Anglo-Saxons in a Frankish World, 47–50; Clay, In the Shadow of Death, 261–263 
220 Singular gens: Aldhelm, 202; Tangl 20 (34), 24 (42), 38 (63); plural gentes: Tangl 30 (54), 33 (57), 45 
(72), 49 (78), 60 (121), 75 (157), 76 (159), 86 (192, 194); plural populi: Tangl 50 (81). 
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(unius gentis).”221 It is not, therefore, safe to assume that any named geographic region 
will also be home to a united and distinct ethnic group. Nor did a people always inhabit a 
fixed homeland. In Bede’s World Chronicle we read that in the year of Christ’s birth “the 
movements of all the peoples throughout the world were held in check...”222 The birth of 
Christ must have seemed to Bede a mark of divine approval upon that state of affairs in 
which the movements of peoples and its attending strife was halted. At the same time his 
comment reveals how rare and fleeting a thing it was: remarkable enough to be included in 
his chronicle as a special circumstance marking the turning of the age and indeed the 
defining moment of history. The normal course of events included the movement of 
peoples. Bede’s statement thus reveals that peoples could and did move – and that a fixed 
territory was not only insufficient but also unnecessary to the stability of the gens. 

Polity 
The association between gens and territory was dependent not only on the strategies of 
identification of the region’s inhabitants, but also on those of its rulers. Although a 
distinction was made in the early middle ages between a gentes and kingdoms,223 kings 
often did see themselves as ruling over gentes.224 Bede’s list of kings who held sway over all 
the Anglo-Saxon kingdoms provides a good illustration: 

Ælli, king or the South-Saxons ... Cælin, king of the West-Saxons ... Æthelbert, 
king of the Kentish people; ...  Rædwald, king of the East Angles ... Edwin, king 
of the people of the Northumbrians ... Oswald, king of the Northumbrians…225 

 
221 Willibald, “Vita Bonifatii,” 47 (ch. 8); trans. Talbot, Anglo-Saxon Missionaries, 52. 
222 … conpressis cunctarum per orbem terrae gentium motibus firmissimam uerissimamque pacem, 
ordinatione Dei, Caesar conposuit. DTR 66.268 (495), trans. Wallis, 195. 
223 Harris, Race and Ethnicity in Anglo-Saxon Literature, 9. 
224 Ingrid Rembold, Conquest and Christianization: Saxony and the Carolingian World, 772-888, 
Cambridge Studies in Medieval Life and Thought, Fourth Series (Cambridge: Cambridge 
University Press, 2018), 6. 
225 Aelli rex Australium Saxonum... Caelin rex Occidentalium Saxonum... Aedilberct rex 
Cantuariorum... Reduald rex Orientalium Anglorum... Eduini rex Nordanhymbrorum gentis... 
Osuald... Nordanhymbrorum rex... HE II.5 (148-51), trans. adapted. 
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Bede’s works contain numerous other instances of ethnic titles for kings.226 Boniface also 
used this convention.227 Such titles suggest a close link between ethnic and political 
identities. Andrew Gillett, however, has noted that these ethnic titles “were not universal, 
exclusive, or standard.”228 He argued that the uneven distribution of such titles in early 
medieval sources may reflect differing political circumstances in early medieval kingdoms. 
Setting aside narrative sources and concentrating on royal titles from “official” sources 
connected to royal courts, Gillett noted that ethnic titles are well attested for the Franks 
and Lombards, both of whom faced political fragmentation, but not for, for example, 
Visigothic Spain, “which suffered no such divisions in its political topography.”229 Gillet’s 
observation, that the use of an ethnic title could be used to promote unity in the face of 
(seeming or potential) fragmentation, is a helpful one. So, too, is his reminder to consider 
each early medieval kingdom and people individually, and to exercise caution in 
generalizing the facts of a particular context to all early medieval – or even all Anglo-Saxon 
– kingdoms. However, there is no reason why “statements of political unity” cannot also 
have been “assertions of ethnic identity” at the same time. Indeed, surely such a statement 
of unity could only have “worked”, only have been credible, if it appealed to a real sense of 
commonality. Although modern studies of early Anglo-Saxon society have identified the 
formation of kingdoms as an important factor in the emergence of the gentes of the eighth 
century, the identity-shaping power of kingdoms is not directly acknowledged in Anglo-
Saxon sources.230 For Bede, political autonomy was an expected but not a defining feature 

 
226 E.g. the Mercians, HE IV.12 (368); the Gewisse, HE IV.15 (380); and the Picts, HE V.21 (532). 
Beyond Britain, the Lombards, DTR 66.574 (530), DTR 66.585 (532); the Vandals, DTR 66.503 
(519); the Goths, Bede, “De temporibus liber: Chronica minora includens (id est capita XVII-
XXII),” in Bedae Venerabilis opera: Pars VI, Opera didascalia: 3, ed. T. Mommsen and Ch. W. 
Jones, CCSL 123C (Turnhout: Brepols, 1980), 585-611, at 611 (ch. 22), DTR 66.469 (513), DTR 
66.500 (519); and the Assyrians, DTR 66.125 (479), DTR 66.128 (479). 
227 Boniface addressed Æthelbald of Mercia (r. 716-757) as rex Mercionum, and also used this title 
when writing about Æthelbald to other correspondents. He addressed Pippin as rex Francorum, 
and Pippin’s letter to Boniface’s successor Lull used the same style. The correspondence also 
contains letters from Ælbwald, king of the East Angles (Aelbuualdus Aestanglorum) and Cynewulf, 
king of the West Saxons (rex occidentalium Saxonum). Tangl 69 (142), Tangl 74 (155), Tangl 75 
(157), Tangl 107 (233), Tangl 118 (254), Tangl 81 (181), Tangl 139 (278). 
228 Andrew Gillett, “Was Ethnicity Politicized in the Earliest Medieval Kingdoms?” in On Barbarian 
Identity: Critical Approaches to Ethnicity in the Early Middle Ages, ed. A. Gillett, Studies in the 
Early Middle Ages 4 (Turnhout: Brepols, 2002), 85-121, at 89-90. Compare his “Ethnogenesis: a 
contested model of Early Medieval Europe,” History Compass 4, no. 2 (2006): 241-260, esp. 252-3. 
229 Gillett, “Was Ethnicity Politicized in the Earliest Medieval Kingdoms?,” 115. 
230 Barbara Yorke, “Anglo-Saxon Gentes and Regna,” in Regna and Gentes: The Relationship 
between Late Antique and Early Medieval Peoples and Kingdoms in the Transformation of the 
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of gentes. For instance, he recorded that there was a settlement of Jutes living within the 
West-Saxon kingdom (in prouincia Occidentalium Saxonum), whose ethnicity seems 
unaffected by their incorporation into a kingdom controlled by another Anglo-Saxon 
gens.231 Conversely, larger gentes such as the Angles were not erased by the formation of 
the distinct kingdoms of Mercia, Deira, Bernicia, and others. Belonging to these larger 
collectives could also remain salient at the individual level: Bede could call Æthelfrith rex 
Anglorum even though he ruled only over Bernicia and Deira, not over all the Anglian 
kingdoms.232 

Religion 
The final element to be considered here is religion. In his commentary on Genesis 10:21, 
Bede noted that the Biblical account mentions Shem as the brother of Japheth, but not 
Ham. According to Bede, this was because Shem and Japheth and their descendants 
shared a common faith, while Ham and his offspring were heathens: 

Scripture speaks of him (Shem) as the brother of Japheth, but is silent about him 
being the brother of Ham, because it understands that those whom it knows to 
be united in religious faith are rightly to be called brothers. Indeed, it shows that 
the faithless brother, although he was born to the same parents, was estranged 
from the fraternal company of the just.233 

This passage suggests that faith was a characteristic of such salience that it could trump 
common ancestry, and redefine gentes along religious lines.234 The difference between 
Shem and Japheth on the one hand, and Ham on the other, was one between the faithful 
and the faithless. But even among Christians, religious difference could mark ethnic 
boundaries.235 Such religious difference between different gentes was not seen as 

 
Roman World, ed. Hans-Werner Goetz, Jörg Jarnut and Walter Pohl, with Sören Kaschke (Leiden; 
Boston: Brill, 2003), 380-407. 
231 HE I.15 (50). As Robert Bartlett has remarked, “a kingdom need not be composed of merely one 
gens ... Political units composed of more than one ethnic unit were familiar features of the medieval 
European world.” Bartlett, “Medieval and Modern Concepts,” 50. 
232 HE II.2 (140). 
233 Fratrem Iafeth dicit, fratrem uero Cham eum esse reticet, quia quos in fide pietatis unanimes 
nouit, eos iure fratres uocandos intellegit. Perfidum uero, quamuis eisdem parentibus natum, a 
fraterna iustorum societate demonstrat alienum. Bede, Genesis 3.10.21 (148); trans. Kendall, 222. 
234 On how Anglo-Saxons understood baptism to bring about spiritual kinship, see Joseph H. 
Lynch, Christianizing Kinship: Ritual Sponsorship in Anglo-Saxon England (Ithaca; London: 
Cornell University Press, 1998), 101-110. 
235 Congar, L’ecclesiologie du haut moyen age, 131–133.  
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necessarily problematic. Gregory I’s letter to Augustine, cited by Bede, acknowledged the 
differing customs of the Gallic Christians and recommended the conscious creation of a 
new Christian tradition for the English people: 

Augustine’s second question. Even though the faith is one are there varying 
customs in the churches? And is there one form of mass in the Holy Roman 
Church and another in the Gaulish churches? Pope Gregory answered: My 
brother, you know the customs of the Roman church in which, of course, you 
were brought up. But it is my wish that if you have found any customs in the 
Roman or the Gaulish church or any other church which may be more pleasing to 
Almighty God, you should make a careful selection of them and sedulously teach 
the Church of the English, which is still new in the faith, what you have been able 
to gather from other churches. For things are not to be loved for the sake of a 
place, but places are to be loved for the sake of their good things. Therefore 
choose from every individual Church whatever things are devout, religious, and 
right. And when you have collected these as it were into one bundle, see that the 
minds of the English grow accustomed to it. 236 

 
236 II. Interrogatio Augustini: Cum una sit fides, sunt ecclesiarum diuersae consuetudines, et altera 
consuetudo missarum in sancta Romana ecclesia atque altera in Galliarum tenetur? Respondit 
Gregorius papa: Nouit fraternitas tua Romanae ecclesiae consuitudinem, in qua se meminit 
nutritam. Sed mihi placet ut, siue Romana siue Galliarum seu in qualibet ecclesia aliquid inuenisti, 
quod plus omnipotenti Deo possit placere, sollicite eligas, et in Anglorum ecclesia, quae adhuc ad 
fidem noua est, institutione praecipua, quae de multis ecclesiis colligere potuisti, infundas. Non 
enim pro locis res, sed pro bonis rebus loca amanda sunt. Ex singulis ergo quibusque ecclesiis quae 
pia, quae religiosa, quae recta sunt elige, et haec quasi in fasciculum collecta apud Anglorum mentes 
in consuetudinem depone. HE I.27 (80-3). There are three versions of Gregory’s Libellus 
Responsionum (“Booklet of Answers”), one of which is preserved in Bede’s Ecclesiastical History. 
Another is printed in Ludwig M. Hartmann, ed., Gregorii I Papae registrum epistolarum, Tomus II, 
MGH Epistolae 2 (Berlin: Weidmann, 1899), 331-343 (no. XI,56a); this version is translated in John 
R.C. Martyn, trans., The Letters of Gregory the Great, 3 vols., Mediaeval Sources in Translation 40 
(Toronto: Pontifical Institute of Mediaeval Studies, 2004), III: 532-5. On the Libellus as an authentic 
composition of Gregory, see Henry Chadwick, “Gregory the Great and the Mission to the Anglo-
Saxons,” in Gregorio Magno e il suo tempo. XIX Incontro di studiosi dell'antichità cristiana in 
collaborazione con l'École Française de Rome, Roma, 9-12 maggio 1990, 2 vols., Studia Ephemeridis 
“Augustinianum” 33-34 (Rome: Institutum Patristicum “Augustinianum”, 1991), I:199-212; Paul 
Meyvaert, “Bede's text of the Libellus Responsionum of Gregory the Great to Augustine of 
Canterbury,” in England before the conquest: studies in primary sources presented to Dorothy 
Whitelock, ed. Peter Clemoes and Kathleen Hughes (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 
1971), 15-33  and “Le Libellus responsionum à Augustin de Cantorbéry: une oeuvre authentique de 
Saint Grégoire le Grand,” in Grégoire le Grand: actes de le Colloque international du Centre national 
de la recherche scientifique, Chantilly, Centre culturel Les Fontaines, 15-19 septembre 1982, ed. 
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While at times there was room for variation, at other times difference was seen as being at 
odds with the unity of the church. Bede had a particular interest in two areas of difference: 
the method for determining the date of Easter, and modes of tonsure. He presented both 
as practiced in one way by most of the Christian world, and in another way by the Irish, 
Britons, and Picts.237  The adoption of the Roman Easter by the Picts and Irish formed the 
triumphant climax of the Ecclesiastical History, while the tragedy of the work was that 
“the Britons … still persist in their errors and stumble in their ways, so that their heads are 
without a crown and they celebrate Christ’s solemn festivals without the fellowship of the 
Church of Christ…”238 Scholars have challenged the notion that the Easter controversy 
represented a clash between two clear-cut, ethnically defined camps.239 Bede himself was 
also able to apply nuance to the situation, and did not automatically impute error to all 
persons with an Irish, British, or Pictish background.240 No doubt he shared (and perhaps 
authored) the sentiment expressed in the long letter of Ceolfrith to Nechtan, which he 
included in the final book of the History: 

 
Jaques Fontaine, Robert Gillet and Stan Pellistrandi (Paris: Editions du Centre national de la 
recherche scientifique, 1986), 543-50; Michael D. Elliot, “Boniface, Incest, and the Earliest Extant 
Version of Pope Gregory I’s Libellus responsionum (JE 1843),” Zeitschrift der Savigny-Stiftung für 
Rechtsgeschichte: Kanonistische Abteilung 100, no. 1 (2014): 62-111. On the reception of the text, 
see Meens, “A background to Augustine's mission”; Bill Friesen, “Answers and echoes: the Libellus 
responsionum and the hagiography of north-western European mission,” Early Medieval Europe 
14, no. 2 (2006): 153-72.  
237 Anglo-Saxon monks followed the Roman custom of shaving the top of the head and leaving a 
crown-like fringe (corona) of hair around it; Pictish, Irish and British monks’ tonsure did not create 
a full circle. On Anglo-Saxon representations of St Peter wearing the Roman tonsure, see John 
Higgitt, “The iconography of St Peter in Anglo-Saxon England and St Cuthbert’s coffin,” in St 
Cuthbert, his cult and his community to AD 1200, ed. Gerald Bonner, David Rollason and Clare 
Stancliffe (Woodbridge: Boydell, 1989), 267-85, esp. 272-5, 281-2. What the insular tonsure may 
have looked like is discussed in Natalie Venclová, “The Venerable Bede, druidic tonsure and 
archaeology,” Antiquity 76, no. 292 (2002): 458-71, at 467–469.  
238 Merrills, History and Geography, 281, 290. Brettones … ipsi adhuc inueterati et claudicantes a 
semitis suis et capita sine corona praetendunt et sollemnia Christi sine ecclesiae Christi societate 
uenerantur. HE V.22 (554-5), trans. adapted.  
239 Benedicata Ward, A true Easter: the synod of Whitby 664 AD (Oxford: SLG, 2007); Holder, 
“Whitby and All That”; Dailey, “To Choose One Easter from Three”; Masako Ohashi, “Theory and 
History: an interpretation of the Paschal Controversy in Bede’s Historia ecclesiastica,” in Bède le 
Vénérable: Entre tradition et postérité, ed. Stéphane Lebecq, Michel Perrin and Olivier Szerwiniak, 
Histoire et littérature de l’Europe du Nord-Ouest 34 (Villeneuve d'Ascq: Publications de l’Institut 
de recherches historiques du Septentrion, 2005), 177-185. 
240 E.g. he records that one of the most vocal spokesmen for the Roman Easter was Ronan, “who, 
though Irish by race, had learned the true rules of the church in Gaul or Italy.” … natione quidem 
Scottus, sed in Galliae uel Italiae partibus regulam ecclesiasticae ueritatis edoctus. HE III.25 (294-5). 
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But do not suppose me … one who holds the wearers of this tonsure culpable, 
those who have upheld catholic unity by faith and works; on the contrary I 
confidently assert that many of them were holy men and worthy in the sight of 
God. Among these is Adomnan … He showed wonderful prudence, humility, and 
devotion, in word and deed.241 

Bede therefore did not present a wholly black-and-white schema of orthodoxy and 
unorthodoxy divided along ethnic lines.242 He could admit and admire the virtues of 
individual Britons (like the martyr Alban) and Irishmen (like the scholar Adomnán of 
Iona). Yet he did present unorthodoxy as a problem which affected whole gentes, and 
which needed to be combatted at a national as well as an individual level. This need for 
shared religious policy was the reason for the composition of the letter to King Nechtan, 
whom Ceolfrith urged “to strive in every way to follow these observances which accord 
with the unity of the catholic and apostolic church, both you and the people over whom 
the King of Kings and Lord of Lords has set you.”243 The disunity among the 
Northumbrians caused by their observance of different dates for Easter was also the 
reason for the Synod of Whitby, which “is described in more detail than almost any other 
event within the history of the English Church and acts as a turning point within Bede’s 
narrative.”244 The Northumbrians’ choice for the Roman Easter at Whitby demonstrates 
that, just as peoples might migrate from one territory to another, peoples could also 
undergo religious change collectively. When King Nechtan of the Picts adopted the 
Roman Easter and tonsure, Bede had him declare: “I will forever observe this time of 
Easter, together with all my people; and I decree that all clerics in my kingdom must 
accept this form of tonsure…”245 That gentes were understood to adopt or abandon their 
religious beliefs and practices collectively is also expressed by other examples in Bede’s 

 
241 Neque uero me … aestimes quasi eos, qui hanc tonsuram habent, condemnandos iudicem, si fide 
et operibus unitati catholicae fauerint; immo confidenter profiteor plurimos ex eis sanctos ac Deo 
dignos extitisse. Ex quibus est Adamnan … in moribus ac uerbis prudentiam humilitatem 
religionem ostenderet… HE V.21 (550-51). On Nechtan, see T. O. Clancy, “Philosopher-King: 
Nechtan Mac Der-Ilei,” Scottish Historical Review 88, no. 2 (2004): 125-45. 
242 Ian Wood, “Who Are the Philistines? Bede’s Reading of Old Testament Peoples,” in The 
resources of the past in early medieval Europe, ed. Clemens Gantner, Rosamond McKitterick and 
Sven Meeder (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 2015), 172-87. 
243 … ut ea quae unitati catholicae et apostolicae ecclesiae concinant, una cum gente, cui te Rex 
regum et Dominus dominorum praefecit, in omnibus seruare contendas. HE V.21 (550-1). 
244 Merrills, History and Geography, 258. 
245 … hoc obseruare tempus paschae cum uniuersa mea gente perpetuo uolo; hanc accipere debere 
tonsuram … omnes qui in meo regno sunt clericos decerno. HE V.21 (552-3). 
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Ecclesiastical History and World Chronicle, as well as Boniface’s letters, which contain 
many references to gentes converting to the Christian or catholic faith.246 The implication 
of these references is that it was the same people that is first pagan, then Christian: 
conversion did not fundamentally alter peoplehood. At the same time, this mode of 
thinking, and the narrative condensing of the conversion process of a people into a short 
time-frame, presupposed religious homogeneity within the gens.  
 

Nested and overlapping gentes 
From the considerations above, we can draw some conclusions about which 
characteristics marked a gens from an Anglo-Saxon perspective. It appears that the only 
necessary characteristic was shared descent (through the paternal line). Although 
communities could be formed in many ways, by sharing language, polity, or geographic 
space, these communities were not considered gentes unless they also shared “blood and 
bone”. At the same time, descent categories were extremely flexible, so that on its own the 
criterion of common ancestry was not sufficient to delimit a gens. Additional 
characteristics were used to create boundaries between distant cousins: religion, territory, 
and language were foremost among them. Having these things in common did not make a 
group a people, but not having them in common created divides between ancestrally 
linked groups. 
 
The ability of Anglo-Saxon authors to identify with different gentes, and the flexible 
nature of the most important ethnic markers, created the possibility for shifting the 
boundaries of inclusion and exclusion.247 Larger ethnic categories could encompass the 

 
246 E.g. when the Goths became Catholics (Richardus… omnem Gothorum… catholicam conuertit 
ad fidem), DTR 66.529 (522); when Gregory “converted the English to Christ” (ad Christum Anglos 
conuertit) DTR 66.531 (523), cf. Tangl 73 (152): apostolicus pontifex sanctus Gregorius … gentem 
Anglorum ad Deum verum convertit…; when Sigberht requested teachers “to convert his people to 
the faith of Christ” (qui gentem suam ad fidem Christi converterent) HE III.22 (282-3); when Oswiu 
“converted the Mercians… to a state of grace in the Christian faith” (et ipsam gentem Merciorum … 
ad fidei Christianae gratiam convertit), HE III.24 (292-3); when Wilfrid “converted the province of 
the South Saxons from their idolatrous worship to faith in Christ” (prouinciam Australium 
Saxonum ab idolatriae ritibus ad Christi fidem convertit), HE V.19 (524-5); when Willibrord 
“converted that people [i.e. the Frisians] to the faith of Christ”(qui illam gentem … ad fidem Christi  
convertit), Tangl 109 (236). 
247 For an exploration of nested identities at work in early medieval funerary dress, see Susanne E. 
Hakenbeck, “Situational Ethnicity and Nested Identities: New Approaches to an Old Problem,” 
ASSAH 14 (2007): 19-25. 
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smaller. For example, the gens Saxonum, originally a continental people, could by the 
eighth century be (sub)divided into two gentes: the descendants of those who migrated 
across the North Sea had become the Saxones of the southern part of Britain, also known 
as Transmarina Saxonia, while the descendants of those who had remained were 
distinguished from them as the Antiqui Saxones.248 Within Britain, the Saxons had 
established several kingdoms, each with its own founding father and royal line, and these 
also were associated with their own gentes: the West Saxons, South Saxons, and East 
Saxons. In the same way, the Angli had once been a continental people, but Bede believed 
that they had migrated entire across the waters, so that no continental contingent 
remained. Instead, once in Britain, from the one limb several branches had sprung up: 
Deirans, Bernicians, Mercians, East Angles, and others. The Angles, Saxons and Jutes 
could in turn be seen as part of a larger collective, the gens Germanica. Boniface wrote that 
he was “born of common stock, almost at the extremity of the peoples of Germania” 
(paene de extremis germaniae gentibus ignobili stirpe procreatum).249 Aldhelm, too, 
described himself as “born of the offspring of our race and nourished in the cradles of a 
Germanic people” (nostrae stirpis prosapia genitum et Germanicae gentis cunabulis 
confotum).250 And, as we have seen, Bede located the origins of the Anglo-Saxons in 
Germania, noting that for this reason they were even in the eighth century called 
“Garmans” by the Britons.251 Bede’s representation of the relationships between the 
Anglo-Saxon peoples in HE I.15 is represented in the following chart: 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 
248 The migration: HE I.14-15 (48-50); the Old Saxons and Old Saxony: HE V.9 (476), V.10 (480), 
V.11 (486), Tangl 21 (35), 73 (150); Transmarine Saxony: Tangl 50 (84). 
249 B. Löfstedt and G.J. Gebauer, eds., Bonifatii (Vynfreth) Ars grammatica. Ars metrica, CCSL 
133B (Turnhout: Brepols, 1980), 10 (praefatio ad Sigibertum). 
250 Aldhelm, 202; trans. Lapidge and Herren, 45. 
251 HE V.9 (476). 
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In some cases, a gens might be considered part of multiple larger categories. The West 
Saxons, according to the genealogical framework, belonged, together with the East 
Saxons, South Saxons, and Continental or Old Saxons, to the larger category of Saxons. 
But they, and the others, excepting the Old Saxons, also belonged to the larger (linguistic, 
territorial and religious, and possibly also genealogical) category of the gens Anglorum. As 
a result, the categories Saxones and Angli overlapped, but did not nest within one 
another. The Anglo-Saxon peoples appear to have been (or seen themselves as) special in 
this regard: other examples of this arrangement are hard to find. Closest perhaps come 
groups forged through political unification of multiple gentes that were not traditionally 
viewed as sharing their language or homeland. The Frankish expansion over the course of 
the sixth and seventh centuries had led to the inclusion of multiple peoples into one 
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“people of the Franks and Gauls” (populus Francorum et Gallorum); however, the choice 
for populus over gens in this context may be significant, as the former did not imply 
kinship in the same way that the latter did. 252  Overlap could be put to use by those 
seeking to foster connections, as when Boniface used the overlap between the Angli and 
the Saxones to appeal to his Anglo-Saxon contacts to support his mission to the Old 
Saxons with their prayers.253 Others might choose to downplay such connections: while 
for Boniface the links between Britain and the continent had obvious contemporary 
relevance, for Bede, the religious unity of the Angli in the church meant a great deal more 
than the genetic connection with continental Jutes and Saxons.  
 

Conclusion 
This analysis of early eighth-century Anglo-Saxon sources has borne out in this specific 
context the conclusions earlier drawn by Walter Pohl from his broader work on ethnicity 
in the early Middle Ages, that belief in a common origin was the only real characteristic of 
a gens, and scholars should be careful to distinguish ethnic identities from territorial, 
political, religious or other identities. Acknowledging that “in historical studies, we 
typically have to deal with aggregate communities, in which ethnic, territorial, religious 
and political identifications are, sometimes inextricably, mixed,” and that “[i]n most cases, 
ethnic identities are stabilized by common territory and language, shared religion and 
culture, and often also some joint political structure,” Pohl nevertheless stresses that 
“[t]he relative salience and visibility of these elements varies. None of them is an essential 
feature of ethnicity, in spite of many definitions that use them.”254 This chapter has 
confirmed this emphasis on kinship as the defining mark of a gens. But although none of 
the other characteristics here discussed were essential features of gentes in the minds of 
early Anglo-Saxon authors, this chapter has argued that they were nevertheless relevant 
to defining gentes. This is because the one essential characteristic, a shared origin, was so 
very flexible: the biblical account of Noah and his offspring demonstrated that, ultimately, 
common origins were shared by whole continents and indeed the whole human race. This 
chapter identified territory and religion as the most important characteristics by which 
Anglo-Saxon authors differentiated their own gens from the continental gentes with 
whom they believed they shared a common distant ancestor. 

 
252 Tangl 59 (110). 
253 Tangl 46 (74-5). 
254 Pohl, "Comparing Communities, 20-21. 
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The recognition that gentes could be nested within or overlap with others, offered Anglo-
Saxon writers room to identify with one or another level of the branching family tree of 
humanity. This chapter has (briefly) surveyed some of the ways in which early Anglo-
Saxon authors wrote about gens nostra, and argued that this could mean different things 
at in different contexts: often the Angli as a whole, but at other times a smaller Anglo-
Saxon gens, perhaps tied to a specific kingdom, and even sometimes, as in Torthelm’s 
letter to Boniface or Aldhelm’s self-identification as a product of the Germanica gens, the 
whole Saxon or Germanic collective, inclusive of both the Angli and their continental 
cousins. This fits comfortably with how modern scholarship understands early medieval 
ethnicity as constructed and situational. The situational character of ethnicity does not 
mean that a person could claim any ethnic identity they wished at any moment – the 
possibilities of identification were limited – but it does mean that whether or not ethnicity 
was expressed and which people(s) a person chose to identify with might shift depending 
on context.255 This chapter has indicated that early Anglo-Saxon authors themselves also 
understood ethnic identities to be multiple and negotiable. This multiplicity was afforded 
not so much by the permeability of the boundaries between gentes, but rather in the 
possibilities for transcending such boundaries by appealing to another level of 
identification. 
 
Although it might be easy to assume that, lacking the insights of modern scholarship, 
medieval thinkers saw gentes as “given”, their works in fact show an awareness that all 
gentes had a point of origin and were liable to change over time. As Helmut Reimitz 
commented, prompted by a discussion of the meaning of gens in the work of Isidore of 
Seville, “It seems that early medieval intellectuals did not need twenty-first century 
sociologists and anthropologists to tell them that ethnicity was a ‘relational mode of social 
organisation, in which a society comprises a number of distinctive and analogous groups 
that are perceived as naturally constituted’.”256 In their attempts to harmonize 
ethnographic information from biblical, classical and more local sources, Anglo-Saxon 
writers showed themselves to possess a sophisticated understanding of gentes, indeed 
“naturally constituted” in the sense that their essential quality was bonds of kinship, but 
also subject to negotiation because what divided these “distinctive and analogous groups” 

 
255 Geary, “Ethnic identity as a situational construct”; Buchberger, Shifting Ethnic Identities, 19. 
256 Reimitz, History, Frankish Identity, and the Framing of Western Ethnicity, 10, citing Roger 
Brubaker, Ethnicity Without Groups (Cambridge: Harvard University Press, 2004), 7-20. 
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from one another was not fixed. Migration and conversion could sever the ties between 
gentes, leaving nothing but a historical link. Vice versa, the creation of new collectives 
might create alternative larger categories within which a smaller gens might be placed. 
The Angli was one such larger gens. Although Boniface and others considered themselves 
members of this gens by birth, Bede’s narrative of continental origins and migration alone 
did not provide a particularly compelling case for the unity of this people, which he 
himself admitted was composed of several Germanic tribes.257 In order for these tribes to 
coalesce into the Angli and be seen as a united and distinct gens, they had to be bound 
together by more than just bonds of kinship. How narratives of conversion, including the 
conversion of the Angli, helped express and shape Anglo-Saxon visions of gentes, will be 
the subject of the following chapter.  
  

 
257 HE I.15 (50), V.9 (476). 



67 
  

Chapter 2 – The people as converted 
community: the entry of the gentes to the 
Church  
 
 

Introduction 
The introduction of the Christian faith to Anglo-Saxon England continues to be explored 
from fresh angles. While earlier accounts tended to rely heavily on Bede, in the past few 
decades there have been increasing attempts to tease out alternative scenarios, using the 
archaeological record, other written sources, and even the tell-tale signs in Bede’s own 
work that reveal a more complex reality behind his carefully crafted narrative.258 As we 
have seen in the introduction, there were many strands of influence at work in the 
religious transformation of Anglo-Saxon society over the course of the seventh century. 
Some scholars have focused on the Roman and Irish missions and the top-down 
conversion of the Anglo-Saxon kingdoms as a result of royal courts embracing 
Christianity. Others have attempted to discern the British influence that must have been 
exerted at grassroots level and which Bede so pointedly omits from his account. Still 
others have highlighted the possible role of Frankish connections. And, finally, a growing 
body of work seeks to address the question of what effect pre-Christian Anglo-Saxon 
beliefs and practices may have had on the process of conversion and the particular shape 
that Christianity took in the Anglo-Saxon kingdoms. The focus of this chapter, however, 
is not on reconstructing the events and motivations involved in the spreading of 
Christianity among the Anglo-Saxon population, but on how Christian Anglo-Saxons 
understood conversion and what role they believed gentes to play in it. Through a study 
of Anglo-Saxon narratives of conversion, whether historical, theological, or liturgical, this 
chapter elucidates the place of the gens in the framework through which Anglo-Saxon 
authors viewed the pagan past, the process of conversion, and the Christian present. 
 

 
258 For a recent overview of different approaches, see Thomas Pickles, “The Historiography of the 
Anglo-Saxon Conversion: The State of the Art,” in The Introduction of Christianity into the Early 
Medieval Insular World: Converting the Isles I, ed. Roy Flechner and Ní Mhaonaigh (Turnhout: 
Brepols, 2016), 61-91. 
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This focus on narrative serves to acknowledge that conversion is itself a narrative and 
interpretative act, involving the re-interpretation of the past. As Sian Grønlie has 
insightfully argued,  

… conversion is about entering into ‘a new story’ in which one’s personal life 
experience is integrated into a theological system. ... As for individuals, so for 
communities: conversion to Christianity is experienced and understood through 
narratives about conversion to Christianity. ... It meant entering into a new 
story: the story of salvation history. These narratives are not secondary to the 
conversion process; they are an intrinsic part of the process of converting.259 

Similarly, Catherine Chin has argued that “Christianization … is the addition of a new 
narrative of identity … into which a subject can be … imaginatively inserted.”260 Pointing 
out the variable and subjective nature of perceptions of who was a Christian and who a 
pagan, or when conversion happened and how, she argues that “[w]e cannot, then, speak 
of Christianization as if it were a historical event open to the scrutiny of all, as if, 
ineluctably, it happened.”261 In a manner reminiscent of the pivot of the study of ethnicity 
away from attempts to define what is or is not “really” an ethnic group and towards the 
analysis of ethnic discourse, Chin goes on to suggest some “questions rather different 
from those traditionally asked”, that focus not on realities but on ancient and medieval 
representations. This chapter will examine Anglo-Saxon representations of conversion, 
particularly the conversion of gentes. Following on from the previous chapter’s 
observation that gentes were frequently described as converting collectively, the chapter 
begins by looking at a series of short stories in which the conversion of a gens is narrated. 
Next, because Anglo-Saxon conversion narratives are also theological narratives, the 
chapter turns to attend to several areas of Anglo-Saxon theology: a Biblical theology of the 
“nations”, a theological account of conversion, and finally an ecclesiology in which the 
converted gentes found a place. The final section of the chapter returns to conversion 
narratives, in order to examine how they were both informed by and helped to shape 
ethnic maps of the world.  
 

 
259 Sian Grønlie, “Conversion narrative and Christian Identity: How Christianity Came to Iceland,” 
Medium Aevum 86, no. 1 (2017): 123-146, at 124-5. 
260 Catherine M. Chin, Grammar and Christianity in the Late Roman World  (Philadelphia: 
University of Pennsylvania Press, 2008), 171-2. 
261 Chin, Grammar and Christianity, 172. 
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The gentes convert 
It was noted in the previous chapter that Anglo-Saxon authors assumed religious 
homogeneity within a gens. This meant that religious change – conversion – would also 
happen collectively. I there discussed this assumption as it appears in the works of Bede 
and Boniface, but there are many other Anglo-Saxon texts that describe conversion as 
something that happens at the level of a gens. This is not to deny that Anglo-Saxon 
authors could at times also be concerned with individual conversion. The instructions 
found in the Penitential of Theodore regarding marriages between a Christian and a pagan 
are evidence that, around the end of the seventh century and the beginning of the eighth, 
religious commitments might differ even within one household.262 Nevertheless, 
individual conversions were understood as part of a larger pattern, so that it was possible 
also to speak of the conversion of whole gentes. 

Aldhelm’s church dedication poem 
For instance, Aldhelm’s Carmen Ecclesiasticum IV, a series of dedications for the altars of 
a large church, describes the achievements of each of the apostles (including Paul) in turn. 
The poem ascribes the conversion of the world to the apostles collectively: “I have now set 
out the twelve names of the (apostolic) fathers through whom the world was converted to 
belief in the High-throned God.”263 But while Peter and John, for instance, are praised for 
spreading the gospel “throughout the world”, some of the apostles’ efforts are connected 
to a specific place or people.264 Jude “converted the savage races and barbarous realms of 
the Pontus to the Lord.”265 James converted the Spanish gentes: 

St James was the first to convert the Spanish peoples with his teaching, 
converting the barbaric multitudes with his holy words; deceived by falsehood, 

 
262 Finsterwalder, ed., Canones Theodori, 328.  
263 Iam bis sena simul digessi nomina patrum. / E quibus altithrono conversus credidit orbis... 
Aldhelm, 31; trans. Lapidge and Rosier, 57. 
264 Peter “made clear his two-fold doctrine... throughout the world” (Omnibus hic geminum digessit 
dogma per orbem); John’s revelation was “written on parchment and read throughout the world” 
(Quae modo membranis per mundum scripta leguntur). Aldhelm, 19, 24, trans. Lapidge and Rosier, 
50, 53. 
265 Nempe feras gentes et Ponti barbara regna / Iudas ad Dominum doctrinis flexerat almis. Aldhelm, 
31, trans. Lapidge and Rosier, 57. 
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they formerly worshipped the ancient mysteries and ghastly shrines of the 
dreadful demon.266 

Bartholomew is depicted abolishing idol-worship in India: “Given over to pagan rites, 
India used to worship idols. But Bartholomew destroyed the pagan shrines, duly 
smashing the images of the ancient gods.”267 Bartholomew is not, however, explicitly 
stated to have converted the Indians; this honour belonged to Thomas: 

Christ ... sent this man ... to convert the peoples of the orient with holy books. 
India at that time worshipped icons with unspeakable rites, having been 
indoctrinated by the stupid teaching of its forefathers; but it confessed the true 
faith when Thomas won its salvation and (henceforth) believed in Christ...268 

Philip is credited with the conversion of both the Scythians and Asia: 
With his holy teaching Philip taught the barbarous multitudes throughout 
Scythia to believe in Christ... Until then the Scythians were lying listless in the 
dark shadow of death, denying the Creator of Light in their blackened hearts and 
perversely worshipping His creation, until (at length) their ears took in the 
preaching of the apostle. [Now] they are all eagerly immersed in holy water, 
thereby cleansing the shame of their sin in the fountain of baptism. Thereupon 
Philip hastens with holy books to convert Asia, a continent which, misled by 
deception, formerly worshipped idols; but it quickly opened its believing hearts 
to Christ as it took in the glorious words of the disciple’s teaching. Thus did the 
blessed man convert the realm of Asia with his teaching.269 

 
266 Primitus Hispanas convertit dogmate gentes / Barbara divinis convertens agmina dictis, / Quae 
priscos dudum ritus et lurida fana / Daemonis horrendi decepta fraude colebant. Aldhelm, 23, trans. 
Lapidge and Rosier, 52. Lapidge notes (240 n. 49) that Aldhelm may be “the earliest securely datable 
source for this legend”, since Isidore had only said that James preached in Spain, not that he 
converted the Spanish gentes. 
267 Idola quae coluit paganis dedita sacris; / Sed Bartholomeus destruxit fana profana / Effigies 
veterum confringens iure deorum. Aldhelm, 28, trans. Lapidge and Rosier, 55. 
268 Christus ... misit... / Eoas gentes almis convertere biblis / ... India tum sacris coluit simulacra 
nefandis / Doctrinis veterum stolidis instructa parentum, / Sed confessa fidem Thoma lucrante 
salutem / Credidit in Christum... Aldhelm, 25, trans. Lapidge and Rosier, 53. 
269 Barbara qui docuit doctrinis agmina sacris / Credere per Scithiam ... Christum, / Qui dudum tetra 
torpebant mortis in umbra / Auctorem lucis tenebroso corde negantes / Atque creaturae famulantes 
ordine verso, / Donec apostolicam hauserunt aure loquelam. ... Omnes certatim merguntur gurgite 
sacro / Flagitium sceleris purgantes fonte lavacri. / Inde Asiam properat sanctis convertere biblis, / 
Idola quae dudum decepta fraude colebat, / Credula sed citius pandit praecordia Christo, / 
Splendida discipuli dum fantis verba capessit. Sic felix Asiae convertit dogmate regnum... Aldhelm, 
27, trans. Lapidge and Rosier, 55. 
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Two themes stand out from these brief conversion accounts. First, as mentioned above, 
each account identifies a region and the gentes inhabiting it as being converted by the 
efforts of one or two preachers. Aldhelm thereby construed the conversion of many 
persons – a whole nation or indeed a whole continent – as a single event. Second, Aldhelm 
was keen to contrast the Christian present with the pagan past, which he claimed was 
characterized by ignorance and false belief, “unspeakable” ritual, and the worship of idols 
or demons in pagan shrines. The apostles, by contrast, brought knowledge and true 
belief, cleansing sacraments, and the worship of God in churches such as the one for which 
Aldhelm composed these verses.270 

The Miracles of St Nynia  
Another early Anglo-Saxon conversion account is found in the anonymous poem “The 
Miracles of St Nynia” (Miracula s. Ninie), which was composed in the eighth century at 
Whithorn.271 Its poet described the conversion of the Picts by Ninian under the heading 
“How, having returned to his homeland, he converted the Pictish nations (nationes), 
which are called Niduri, to the grace of Christ.”272 After a short description of Ninian’s 
efforts, the poet addressed the saint directly, asking: 

What can I say that is worthy of you, bishop to be revered in the world, 
or who is able to compose hymns to do justice to you, 
who successfully gave the commandments of Christ to the nations, 
teacher everywhere revered, 
after you obtained the multitudes of the Picts for your own?273 

 
270 Lapidge calls into question whether these poems were ever really intended to be inscribed in a 
church, or whether they might instead represent a purely literary exercise. Lapidge and Rosier, 41-
2. However, Aldhelm’s title, “On the altars of the twelve apostles”, and the opening line of the poem, 
“St Peter crowns this apse...” do evoke the setting of a church building even for a reader 
encountering the poem in another context. 
271 Wilhelm Levison, “An Eighth-century Poem on St. Ninian,” Antiquity 14, no. 55 (1940): 280-291. 
272 Quomodo patriam reversus Pictorum nationes, quę naturę dicuntur, Christi converterit ad 
gratiam. Karl Strecker, ed., “Miracula Nynie Episcopi,” in Poetae latini aevi Carolini, Tomus IV, 
Fasciculus II et III, MGH Poetae 4 (Berlin: Weidmann, 1923), 943-962, at 947. For the correction of 
‘naturę’ to ‘niduri’, see Levison, “Eighth-century poem,” 288-9. 
273 Quę tibi digna canam, praesul venerandus in orbe, / Vel quis digna potest componere carmina 
versu, / Prospera qui populis Christi praecepta dedisti / Doctor ubique pius Pictorum examina 
nanctus?  Strecker, ed., “Miracula,” 947; trans. by Winifred MacQueen in John MacQueen, St. 
Nynia: With a Translation of The miracles of Bishop Nynia (Edinburgh: Polygon, 1990), 89. 
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Again we encounter the assumption that a whole gens, in this case the Pictish people or, 
more specifically, the Niduri, was converted collectively and by the efforts of a single 
missionary hero.274 Conversion here, as for Aldhelm, means rejection of idol worship and 
turning to Christ: 

They were shamefully worshipping graven images in the shadow of death 
when he converted them to Christ by the teaching of his holiness.275 

This internal reorientation is paired with external ritual – baptism – and societal change: 
All vied with each other to be bathed in the consecrated water... 
In this way he sowed the seeds of life with holy lips 
and increased his talents with interest far and near among the nations. 
He built many monasteries with new churches, 
which now flourish with an excellent company of monks. 
As worshippers of Christ they truly observe monastic rules. 
So he instructed the kingdoms at the end of the earth with his teaching, 
destined to receive his reward when ...  
all rise throughout the world at the coming of Christ.”276 

Just as in Aldhelm’s poem, conversion here involved the rejection of idolatry and baptism, 
but also obedience to Christ’s commandments, the establishment of churches and 
monasteries, and the observance of a monastic rule. In other words, conversion was 
understood to have happened at a societal as well as at an individual level. 
 

 
274 On the historical figure of Ninian and the early history of Christianity in Scotland, see MacQueen, 
St. Nynia; the review of MacQueen’s work by Dauvit Broun, “The Literary Record of St Nynia: Fact 
and Fiction?” The Innes Review 42, no. 2 (1991): 143-150; Thomas Owen Clancy, “The Real St 
Ninian,” The Innes Review 52, no. 1 (2001): 1-28; James E. Fraser, From Caledonia to Pictland: 
Scotland to 795, The New Edinburgh History of Scotland (Edinburgh: Edinburgh University Press, 
2009), 68-115; Jane Murray, ed., St. Ninian and the Earliest Christianity in Scotland: Papers from 
the Conference Held by the Friends of the Whithorn Trust in Whithorn on September 15th, 2007, 
British Archaeological Reports, British series, 483 (Oxford: Archaeopress, 2009). 
275 Idola colentes turparunt mortis in umbra, / Quos ille ad Christum vertit pietate magristra. 
Strecker, ed., “Miracula,” 947, trans. MacQueen, St. Nynia, 89-90. 
276  Cuncti certatim merguntur gurgite sancto, / Flagitium sceleris prugabant fonte perenni. / Sic 
namque ore pio seminavit germina vitę, / Iam late per populos auxit lucranda talenta, / Plurima 
basilicis construxit rura novellis, / Quę nunc eximio monachorum examine pollent, / Vere 
Christicole servant monastica iura. / Ultima sic docuit terrarum docmate regna, / Praemia capturus, 
cum terrę sponte deiscunt / Atque omnes surgunt Christo veniente per orbem. Strecker, ed., 
“Miracula,” 947; trans. MacQueen, St. Nynia, 90. 
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Biblical foundations 

The Great Commission 
The assumption that gentes would convert as gentes was supported by two theological 
commitments. The first was a particular reading of scriptural references to the gentes or 
nationes, which indicated that the “nations” were to be converted. The most well-known 
of these were from the Gospels.  The nations are the object of the apostles’ teaching and 
baptizing in the commission given them at the close of Matthew’s gospel: 

And Jesus coming, spoke to them, saying: All power is given to me in heaven and 
in earth. Going therefore, teach ye all nations: baptizing them in the name of the 
Father and of the Son and of the Holy Ghost. Teaching them to observe all things 
whatsoever I have commanded you.277 (Matthew 28:18-20) 

Earlier on in Matthew’s narrative, Jesus had stated that “this gospel of the kingdom shall 
be preached in the whole world, for a testimony to all nations” before the end times would 
arrive (Matthew 24:14).278 Similar statements are found also in the other synoptic 
gospels.279 These passages would have been familiar to any Anglo-Saxon who was a 
regular churchgoer, since the mass always included a Gospel reading.280 By the eighth 
century, the ideal was weekly attendance for everyone, and John Blair has argued that, by 
the end of that century, churches were spread thickly enough that most people would 
have lived “within what they would have considered a reasonable walking distance from a 
minster.”281 Actual attendance rates are hard to determine, but there is some evidence that 
most people would have attended mass and received communion at least a few times each 

 
277 et accedens Iesus locutus est eis dicens data est mihi omnis potestas in caelo et in terra. euntes 
ergo docete omnes gentes baptizantes eos in nomine Patris et Filii et Spiritus Sancti, docentes eos 
servare omnia quaecumque mandavi vobis. 
278 et praedicabitur hoc evangelium regni in universo orbe in testimonium omnibus gentibus et tunc 
veniet consummatio. 
279 Mark 13:10: “And unto all nations the gospel must first be preached.” et in omnes gentes primum 
oportet praedicari evangelium. Luke 24:47: “And that penance and remission of sins should be 
preached in his name, unto all nations...” et praedicari in nomine eius paenitentiam et remissionem 
peccatorum in omnes gentes... 
280 Ursula Lenker, “The West Saxon Gospels and the gospel-lectionary in Anglo-Saxon England: 
manuscript evidence and liturgical practice,” ASE 28 (1999): 141-78, at 149-50. 
281 Helen Gittos, Liturgy, Architecture, and Sacred Places in Anglo-Saxon England, Medieval 
History and Archaeology (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 2015), 11-12; Blair, Church in Anglo-
Saxon Society, 152. 
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year, most likely at major festivals.282 Expositions of or references to the Matthean 
commission are found in seven surviving Old English homilies, several of which were 
meant for festivals.283 One Christmas homily explained the extent of the earthly power of 
Emperor Augustus as a symbol for the spread of Christ’s spiritual reign throughout the 
world and to all peoples, as his apostles obeyed his command to teach all nations.284 
Another sermon, for Palm Sunday, read the young colt upon which Jesus rode into 
Jerusalem as an allegory for the gentes, who, like the unbroken animal, were “heathen and 
untamed” (hæðen and ungetemed) until “they became tamed and faithful when Christ 
sent his disciples throughout the whole world, saying: Go throughout the whole world 
and teach all peoples”.285 As a result of such asides, the Matthean commission to preach to 
the gentes was not only heard in services where it was part of the gospel lection: it was also 
quite frequently included as part of sermons on other passages. Those living a regular life 
involving daily scripture readings would have had even more opportunity to ruminate on 
these and similar words. Bede’s gospel homilies, in Latin, were intended for a monastic 
audience and probably meant for use in the Night Office.286 Matthew’s “teach ye all 
nations” appears in homily II.8 and Luke’s “unto all nations” in homilies II.9 and II.15.287 
In addition to corporate prayer, learned readers might engage in further private 

 
282 Gittos, Liturgy, Architecture, and Sacred Places, 12. 
283 Donald Scragg, ed., The Vercelli Homilies and Related Texts, EETS 300 (Oxford: Oxford 
University Press, 1992), 111-21 (no. 5, Christmas); Bruno Assmann, Angelsächsische Homilien und 
Heiligenleben, Bibliothek der angelsächsischen Prosa 3 (Kassel: Georg H. Wigand, 1889), 73-80 (no. 
6, third Sunday after Easter); Peter Clemoes, ed., Ælfric’s Catholic Homilies: The First Series: Text, 
EETS Supplementary Series 17 (New York, Oxford: Oxford University Press, 1997), no. 14 (Palm 
Sunday); Godden, ed., Ælfric’s Catholic Homilies, 67-71 (no. 8, second Sunday of Lent), Dorothy 
Betherum, ed., The Homilies of Wulfstan (Oxford: Clarendon, 1959, repr. 1971), 157-65 (no. 7); 
Joyce Bazire and James E. Cross, eds., Eleven Old English Rogationtide Homilies, Toronto Old 
English Series 7 (Toronto: University of Toronto Press, 1982), 70-4, 109-13 (nos. 5 and 8, 
Rogationtide). 
284 Scragg, ed., The Vercelli Homilies, 111-21, at 113. 
285 … ac hí wurdon getemede and geleaffulle þaþa Crist sende his leorning-cnihtas geond ealne 
middangeard, þus cweðende, “Farað geond ealne middangeard, and lærað ealle ðeoda”… Thorpe, 
ed. and trans., Homilies, I.14. 
286 Derek A. Olsen, Reading Matthew with Monks: Liturgical Interpretation in Anglo-Saxon 
England (Collegeville: Liturgical Press, 2015), 65. 
287 D. Hurst, ed., Beda Venerabilis Opera: Pars III, Opera Homiletica, CCSL 122 (Turnhout: 
Brepols, 1955), 235, 244-5, 281-2. A translation can be found in Lawrence T. Martin and David 
Hurst, trans., Homilies on the Gospels: Book Two: Lent to the Dedication of the Church, 
Cistercian Studies Series 111 (Kalamazoo, MI: Cistercian Publications, 1991). 
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meditation, aided perhaps by poems such as Cynewulf’s Christ II (Ascension), which 
includes a paraphrase of Christ’s parting instructions to his disciples.288 

The gentes in Scripture 
If these words of Jesus were the most obvious scriptural starting-point for reflection on 
the conversion of the gentes, they were far from the only relevant text. Anglo-Saxon 
audiences found the idea of the conversion of the nations in many other parts of scripture, 
including Old Testament passages such as God’s promise to Abraham that “in thy seed 
shall all the nations of the earth be blessed” (Genesis 22:18),289 or the prophet Isaiah’s 
words: “And in the last days the mountain of the house of the Lord shall be prepared ... 
and all nations shall flow into it” (Isaiah 2:2).290  They saw a reference to Christ in the 
psalmist’s divinely appointed king, to whom God says: “Ask of me, and I will give thee the 
Gentiles [gentes] for thy inheritance, and the utmost parts of the earth for thy possession” 
(Psalm 2:8).291 Their own peoples, once pagan but now Christian, were the nations that 
had become his inheritance. In reading these passages, and others from both Testaments 
that mentioned gentes, as references to their conversion, Anglo-Saxon exegetes were 
entirely in line with the mainstream of early medieval western theology. Even before the 

 
288 “Go now throughout all the whole earth, through the distant regions, make known to the 
multitudes, preach and proclaim the bright faith, and baptize people under the firmament, turn 
them to the heavens.” Farað nu geond ealne yrmenne grund, / geond wid-wegas, weoredum cyðað, / 
bodiað ond bremað beorhtne geleafan, / ond fulwiað folc under roderum, / hweorfað to heofonum. 
Robert E. Bjork, ed. and trans., The Old English Poems of Cynewulf, DOML 23 (Cambridge; 
London: Harvard University Press, 2012), 4-5. D.R. Letson, “The Homiletic Nature of Cynewulf’s 
Ascension Poem,” Florilegium 2 (1980): 192-16, at 192-3. One of the indicators that Cynewulf 
expected his (learned) audience to engage the poem in a written form is his use of runes. See Oliver 
J.H. Grosz, “Man’s Imitation of the Ascension: The Unity of Christ II,” in Cynewulf: Basic 
Readings, ed. Robert E. Bjork, Basic Readings in Anglo-Saxon England 4 (New York, London: 
Garland, 1996 / New York, London: Routledge, 2001), 95-108, at 106-7, reprinted from 
Neophilologus 54 (1970): 398-408. 
289 benedicentur in semine tuo omnes gentes terrae. Vulg. Et in semine tuo benedicentur omnes 
familiae terrae. Semen quidem Abrahae Christus est in cuius fide nominis omnibus terrae familiis, 
Iudaeis uidelicet et gentibus, est benedictio promissa. Bede, Acts 3:25 (25). “And in your offspring all 
the families of the earth will be blessed. Christ indeed is the offspring of Abraham, and through faith 
in his name a blessing is promised to all the families of the earth, namely Jews and gentiles.” Trans. 
Lawrence T. Martin, The Venerable Bede: Commentary on the Acts of the Apostles, Cistercian 
Studies Series 117 (Collegeville, Minnesota: Liturgical Press, 1989), 45-6. 
290 Marijane Osborn, “The Seventy-Two Gentile Nations and the Theme of the Franks Casket," 
Neuphilologische Mitteilungen 92.3 (1991): 281-288, at 284. 
291 postula a me et dabo tibi gentes hereditatem tuam et possessionem tuam terminos terrae. 



76 
  

Gregorian mission set foot in Britain, theological reflection on the decline of the western 
Roman empire and the political fragmentation of the Latin west had led thinkers such as 
Augustine of Hippo and Isidore of Seville to stress the salvation of the gentes as gentes, 
without their needing to be incorporated in a Christian empire.292 Anglo-Saxons would 
have encountered this tradition in a variety of ways: directly through reading patristic 
theology and exegesis, and indirectly through literature and liturgy, such as the 
Ambrosian hymn Intende, qui regis Israel, an Advent hymn that acclaimed Christ as 
“saviour of the nations” (Redemptor gentium).293  
 
As an example of how the idea of the salvation of the gentes suffused patristic and early 
medieval Christian thought, and how Anglo-Saxon theologians drew on this tradition, we 
may consider the patristic author Cassiodorus (c. 490 - c.585). Commenting on Psalm 2:8-
9, he wrote: 

This is wholly and solely a reference to the only-begotten Son …. Gentiles means 
the nations scattered through the whole world; though divided and separated, a 
blood-relation embraces them, for the word nation (gens) derives from genus. … 
Here is demonstrated the future belief of all nations in the name of Christ, 
through whom the world has been reconciled to God after the expulsion of 
superstitions.294 

 
292 Wolfgang H. Fritze, “Universalis gentium confessio. Formeln, Träger und Wege 
universalmissionarischen Denkens im 7. Jahrhundert,” Frühmittelalterliche Studien 3 (1969): 78-
130, at 125-7. 
293 Peter G. Walsh, ed. and trans., with Christopher Husch, One Hundred Latin Hymns: Ambrose 
to Aquinas, DOML 18 (Cambridge: Harvard University Press, 2012), 14-15. There is some evidence 
to suggest that this hymn was sung at Canterbury from the days of the Roman mission onwards: 
Ingrid B. Millfull, Hymns of the Anglo-Saxon Church: A Study and Edition of the ‘Durham 
Hymnal', CSASE 17 (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 1996), 3. Bede quoted from the 
hymn in De arte metrica: C.B. Kendall, ed., “De arte metrica et De Schematibus et tropis”, in Bedae 
Venerabilis Opera: Pars I: Opera Didascalica, CCSL 123A (Turnhout: Brepols, 1975), 60-141, at 135-
6. The first stanza was sometimes omitted, making Veni Redemptor gentium the first line. 
294 Cassiodorus: Explanation of the Psalms, trans. and annotated by P.G. Walsh, Ancient Christian 
Writers 51 (New York; Mahwah: Paulist Press, 1990), 62-4.  Hoc … totum est unigeniti Filii 
proprium, quod ipsum designare atque inculcare rerum potuisset auctorem. … Gentes autem 
significat nationes toto orbe diuisas, quas distinctas ac separatas sanguis amplictitur. Gens enim a 
genere uocitatur. … Hic manifestatur uniuersas gentes in Christi nomine credituras, per quem 
mundus, explosis superstitionibus, reconciliatus est Deo. Cassiodorus, Magni Aurelii Cassiodori 
Expositio Psalmorum I-LXX, ed. M. Adriaen, Magni Aurelii Cassiodori Senatoris Opera II.1, CCSL 
97 (Turnhout: Brepols, 1968), 44-6. 
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Gerda Heydemann has provided a detailed study of how the gentes feature in 
Cassiodorus’s Explanation of the Psalms.295 She argues that Cassiodorus “was particularly 
interested in gens as a focus for conceptualizing Christian communities”296 and chooses 
examples from many psalms to illustrate her point. Of Psalm 2:8, she says: 

The metaphor of the gentes as Christ’s heritage served to underline the special 
bond and intimate relationship between the gentes and their godly king; it 
shifted the attention of the readers towards a distinctly spiritual sphere. 
Nevertheless, Cassiodorus firmly located these gentes in the empirical world …. 
These passages show that the Christian gentes remain just that, gentes in the 
ethnographical sense: their integration into a universal Christian community 
does not obliterate their particular and distinctive identities.297  

Therefore, gens as a concept “mediates between the universal and the particular, 
designating the plurality of Christian peoples, which form part of the ecclesia and the new 
people of God.”298 As Alan Thacker has observed, there are striking parallels between 
Cassiodorus and Bede in their understanding of the gentes.299 Although this may simply 
reflect both authors drawing from the same seams of the Christian tradition while 
preoccupied with similar concerns, Bede did know Cassiodorus’s Explanation of the 
Psalms: he says so explicitly in his On the Temple.300 The similarities may therefore not be 
entirely coincidental. Nor was Bede’s monastery the only early Anglo-Saxon library to 
contain Cassiodorus’s commentary. An abbreviated text is found in an eighth-century 
Anglo-Saxon manuscript: Durham, Cathedral Library B.II.30, known as the Durham 
Cassiodorus. The manuscript, the earliest surviving of the Explanation of the Psalms, was 

 
295 Heydemann, “Biblical Israel,” 143–208. 
296 Heydemann, “Biblical Israel,” 153. 
297 Heydemann, “Biblical Israel,” 190. 
298 Heydemann, “Biblical Israel,” 193. 
299 Thacker, “Bede’s Idea of the English,” 4. 
300 Bede, On the Temple:  D. Hurst, ed., Bedae Venerabilis Opera: Pars II: Opera Exegetica: 2A, 
CCSL 119A (Turnhout: Brepols, 1969), 140-234, at 192; Séan Connolly, trans., with an introduction 
by Jennifer O’Reilly, Bede: On the Temple, TTH 21 (Liverpool: Liverpool University Press, 1995), 
66-7; Conor O’Brien, Bede’s Temple, 93. Richard N. Bailey, “Bede’s Text of Cassiodorus’ 
Commentary on the Psalms,” Journal of Theological Studies, new series, 34, no. 1 (1983): 189-193, 
argued that Bede had access to a full text of Cassiodorus’s commentary on the Psalms, rather than 
an abbreviated version; Paul Meyvaert, “Bede, Cassiodorus, and the Codex Amiatinus,” Speculum 
71.4 (1996): 827-883, argues that Bede did not know Cassiodorus’s Institutiones, and that his 
“knowledge of Cassiodorus seems to have been completely confined to what he could draw from the 
Psalm commentary.” (835) 
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made in Northumbria, possibly at York.301 It contains a unique preface in which the 
Christological significance of several Psalms, including the second Psalm, is 
highlighted.302 A copy of this abbreviated text was bequeathed to Alcuin by bishop 
Ælberht of York in 778,303 and its influence on Alcuin is demonstrable.304 Alcuin would 
certainly have been familiar with this work by the time he quoted, in his commentary on 
John, from Psalm 2 in a discussion about whether Christ was the “king of the Jews” only 
(cf. John 19:19), or could be called the “king of the nations” also.305 Like Cassiodorus, Bede 
and Alcuin stood in an exegetical tradition that had frequent recourse to allegory and 
typology. This allowed them to reinterpret the gentes which once, in the literary context 
of the Hebrew Bible, had been threatening outsiders, as (potential) insiders, and to see 
biblical mentions of gentes from both Testaments as pointing to the eventual spread of 
Christianity. 

Babel, Pentecost, Apocalypse 
The Anglo-Saxon theology of the nations rested, however, not only on scattered 
scriptural references to the gentes, but on a narrative thread that was perceived to run 
throughout the biblical canon. We have already seen above (Chapter 1), how Anglo-Saxon 
ideas about ethnicity were shaped by the biblical story of the nations’ origins in the family 
tree of Noah. Immediately following the Noah episode in the Genesis account is the story 
of the tower of Babel. In this Biblical tale, Noah’s offspring decided to build a city “before 
we be scattered abroad into all lands” (Genesis 11:4). God put a stop to their plans by 
confusing their language so that they no longer understood one another, “And so the Lord 
scattered them from that place into all lands” (11:8). Linguistic diversification is thus 
coupled with geographic dispersal and, because of the episode’s literary context, linked to 
the origins of the nations. The Anglo-Saxon poem Genesis A, probably written in the 

 
301 Helmut Gneuss and Michael Lapidge, Anglo-Saxon Manuscripts: A bibliographical handlist of 
manuscripts and manuscript fragments written or owned in England up to 1100  (Toronto: 
University of Toronto Press, 2014), 189-90 (no. 237). 
302 Adriaen, ed., Magni Aurelii Cassiodori Senatoris Opera, 25-6. 
303 Michael Lapidge, “Surviving Booklists from Anglo-Saxon England,” in Anglo-Saxon 
Manuscripts: Basic Readings, ed. Mary P. Richards (New York: Routledge, 1994), 87-168, at 107-9. 
304 D. Bullough, “Alcuin and the Kingdom of Heaven: liturgy, theology, and the Carolingian age,” in 
Carolingian Renewal: Sources and Heritage (Manchester: Manchester University Press, 1991), 161-
240, at 172-4. 
305 PL 100, col. 981 (accessed via LLT-A). Alcuin wrote his commentary on John in 800-801: Douglas 
Dales, Alcuin: Theology and Thought (Cambridge: James Clarke and Co., 2013), 166-7. 
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eighth century, describes how through the confusion of languages at Babel the formerly 
united workers “each had become a foreign tribe to the other” (wæs oðere æghwilc worden 
/ mæburh fremde).306 It was in the light of this event that Bede interpreted the divine 
promise later given to Abraham: 

And what a wonderful arrangement of divine severity and compassion! For when 
men assembled in order to build that work of pride, most of them deserved to be 
divided from one another by different languages and kindreds, but one man, who 
left that province and willingly went in to exile at the command of the Lord, 
heard that all the nations, which had been divided in various provinces and 
languages, were to be gathered together again in himself by a universal blessing.  
… [I]t was then that the sacred seed was set apart from the nations, and the 
Saviour of all the peoples who was to be born from it foretold.307 

The answer to the division of Babel was Christ, in whom all the gentes would be blessed 
and united as they were converted to him, despite their linguistic, ethnic, and geographic 
diversity. But for Bede, as for other early medieval theologians, the scriptural 
counterpoint to the Babel narrative was not an episode from the life of Christ but the story 
of Pentecost at the beginning of the Acts of the Apostles.308 Here, the effects of Babel were 
reversed, but not by the elimination of linguistic diversity: rather, the diverse languages 
no longer posed a barrier to communication. In his spiritual exegesis of the Babel 
narrative, Bede looked ahead to Pentecost, when 

the Lord … sent the grace of the Holy Spirit to confer on them [i.e. the apostles] 
the knowledge of all languages, so that, imbued with these, they might summon 

 
306 Cited and translated Major, Undoing Babel, 215, 216. For the dating, see 210, with scholarship 
cited at n. 6. 
307 Et mira supernae dispensatio seueritatis ac pietatis! Conuenientes ad opus superbum homines, 
plurimi diuidi ab inuicem per diuersas linguas et cognationes meruerunt, reinquens uero 
prouinciam illam unus et sponte ad imperium Domini exsulans, omnes in se gentes, quae in uariis 
erant prouinciis ac linguis diuisae, communi benedictione recolligendas audiuit. … tunc semen 
sanctum a nationibus secretum, et nasciturus ex eo Saluator omnium gentium praedictus est. Bede, 
Genesis III.xii.3 (169), trans. Kendall, 246. 
308 On Bede’s reading of the Babel and Pentecost stories, including the inspiration he drew from the 
church fathers, see Arno Borst, Der Turmbau von Babel: Geschichte der Meinungen über Ursprung 
und Vielfalt der Sprachen und Völker, 4 parts in 6 vols. (Stuttgart: Hiersemann, 1957-1963), II.1: 
476-79. 
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all peoples speaking different languages to the construction with one accord of 
that holy city, that is, the Church of Christ.309  

His commentary on Acts made much the same point: Pentecost “indicated that the holy 
church, when it had spread to the ends of the earth, was to speak in the languages of all 
nations,” because “[t]he church's humility recovers the unity of languages which the pride 
of Babylon had shattered.”310 
 
The Babel and Pentecost narratives formed the basis for Anglo-Saxon reflection on 
linguistic and ethnic diversity.311 In a recent monograph, Tristan Major examines how the 
Babel tradition was incorporated into Anglo-Saxon literature and theology. He shows 
that “Babel and Pentecost are primary starting points for understanding the world’s (and 
Anglo-Saxon England’s) linguistic and ethnic situation.”312 Major emphasizes that this 
does not mean that all Anglo-Saxon authors understood or used the Babel narrative in the 
same way, nor that the Biblical narrative was necessarily foundational to understandings 
of ethnicity. It was, however, an authoritative account that demanded engagement.313 
Pentecost meant that “the linguistic diversity created at Babel was overcome by the 
apostolic ability to speak in whatever language was needed to preach the gospel across 
ethnic and linguistic boundaries.”314 It thereby initiated the fulfilment of Christ’s 
command to preach to all nations. The result of the pivotal events of Pentecost was the 
establishment of a church that could include all nations, and one day would include all 
nations. This was the assurance offered in prophetic visions such as that of Isaiah, quoted 
above, or John, who heard voices proclaiming the redemption of souls “out of every tribe 
and tongue and people and nation” (Revelation 5:9) and “saw a great multitude… of all 
nations and tribes and peoples and tongues” standing sanctified before God’s throne (7:9). 
The heavenly city of his vision, like that of Isaiah’s, was one into which the nations would 
gather: “And the nations shall walk in the light of it: and the kings of the earth shall bring 

 
309 Dominus… misit gratiam Spiritus sancti, qui eis scientiam omnium tribueret linguarum, quibus 
imbuti omnes qui in diuersis erant linguis populos ad constructionem eiusdem sanctae ciuitatis, id 
est ecclesiae Christi, unanimam conuocarent. Bede, Genesis III.xi.8-9 (156), trans. Kendall, 231. 
310 … et indicans quia sancta ecclesia per mundi terminos dilatata omnium gentium erat uoce 
locutura… Vnitatem linguarum quam superbia Babylonis disperserat humilitas ecclesiae recolligit… 
Bede, Acts, 2:3-4 (16), Martin, trans., Bede: Acts of the Apostles, 29. 
311 Bruce R. O’Brien, Reversing Babel: Translation Among the English During an Age of Conquests, 
c. 800 to c. 1200 (Lanham: University of Delaware Press; Rowman Littlefield, 2011), 20-23. 
312 Major, Undoing Babel, 6.  
313 Major, Undoing Babel, 10-14. 
314 Major, Undoing Babel, 24. 
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their glory and honour into it. ... [T]hey shall bring the glory and honour of the nations 
into it.” (21:23-6) Anglo-Saxon theologians believed themselves to be living at a time when 
this apocalyptic vision would soon be fulfilled.315 

The gentes in figural exegesis 
Anglo-Saxon theologians could thus trace the gentes throughout the canon of scripture, 
from Genesis to Revelation, and this Biblical narrative undergirded the expectation that 
gentes would be converted and find a place within the church. So pervasive was the idea of 
the salvation of the gentes that it was introduced by Anglo-Saxon commentators into 
passages of scripture that did not themselves make any mention of nations or peoples. 
Two examples will suffice here. First, we encounter the gentes in Bede’s exegesis of 
northern wall of the tabernacle (Exodus 26:20): 

The south side of the tabernacle, which faces southward, designates that ancient 
people of God who, having received the light of knowledge of the law a long time 
ago, were accustomed to burn with the love of their Creator, but the second side, 
which faces northward, depicts that multitude of the Gentiles (gentium 
multitudinem) which did not cease to languish in the darkness and cold unbelief 
right up to the time of the Lord’s incarnation.316 

Bede’s exegesis here plays on the association of the north with darkness and cold, and as 
well as scriptural and classical references to northern peoples. Although he did not say so 
explicitly here, he clearly counted his own people among those gentile nations that until 
recently had “languished in the darkness”. As Conor O’Brien remarks, “One cannot read 
this material without the sense of the Anglo-Saxon monk arguing for his people’s place, as 
the latest nation converted, within the temple.”317 O’Brien notes that “the calling of the 
gentiles remained one of the most important themes in [Bede’s] writings” and, 

 
315 Sarah Foot, Bede’s Church, Jarrow Lecture (Jarrow: St. Paul’s Church, 2012), 9-11; O’Reilly, 
“Islands and Idols”; Peter Darby, Bede and the End of Time, Studies in Early Medieval Britain 
(Farnham: Ashgate, 2012), 204-6. 
316 Latus meridianum tabernaculi quod uergebat ad austrum antiquam illam Dei plebem designat 
quae lucem scientiae legalis iamdudum accipiens amore sui conditoris feruere solebat, porro latus 
secundum quod uergebat ad aquilonem eam quae tenebris ac frigore infidelitatis usque ad tempus 
dominicae incarnationis torpere non destiterat gentium multitudinem figurat… Bede, On the 
Tabernacle: D. Hurst,, ed., Bedae Venerabilis Opera: Pars II: Opera Exegetica: 2A, CCSL 119A 
(Turnhout: Brepols, 1969), 1-139, at 64, trans. Arthur G. Holder, Bede: On the Tabernacle, TTH 18 
(Liverpool: Liverpool University Press, 1994), 71. Discussed in O’Brien, Bede’s Temple, 85-6. 
317 O’Brien, Bede’s Temple, 85. 
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correspondingly, “[o]ne of the primary purposes of Bede’s exegesis of the temple image 
was to prove that it depicted the universal mission of the Church; it represented a symbol 
of God’s intention to save … the gentile nations.”318 Secondly, in his Commentary on 
Ezra-Nehemiah, Bede saw a reference to the Gate of Horses in the wall of Jerusalem as 
referring allegorically to the conversion of the gentes: 

Now horses … sometimes represent the peoples of the Gentiles (populos 
gentilium) who have been converted to the Lord … And the priests built the wall 
of God’s city up to the Gate of the Horses when, after the calling of the Jewish 
people, holy teachers by spreading the word went on to lead the peoples of the 
Gentiles (gentium populos) into the Holy Church.319 

Examples such as these could be multiplied. However, the two here given show how easily 
Bede introduced the idea of mission to and conversion of the gentes into scriptural 
passages that on the surface do not seem to say anything about nations or peoples. This 
facility demonstrates that the conversion of the gentes was an important part of his 
understanding of sacred history. 
 

Conversion as a change of allegiance 

Renunciation 
If the first theological underpinning of the idea that gentes would convert collectively was 
a theology of the nations, the second was a theology of conversion: the understanding that 
conversion was a change of allegiance and therefore not only an individual transformation 
but also a social and political one. We have already seen in Aldhelm’s poems that 
conversion to Christianity was seen in terms of a rejection of idolatry and a turning instead 
to Christ. It is tempting to suppose that his descriptions of the conversion of the Indians, 
Spaniards, and others might be a veiled reflection on the conversion of the West Saxons, 
and particularly on the demerits of their former paganism. Aldhelm was probably only one 

 
318 O’Brien, Bede’s Temple, 84-5. 
319 Equi autem … aliquando conuersos ad dominum populos gentilium … indicant. Et sacerdotes 
murum ciuitatis dei ad portam equorum aedificauerunt cum doctores sancti post uocationem 
Iudaicae plebis usque ad introducendos in sanctam ecclesiam gentium populos uerbum 
disseminando peruenerunt… Bede, On Ezra and Nehemiah:  D. Hurst, ed., Bedae Venerabilis 
Opera: Pars II: Opera Exegetica: 2A, CCSL 119A (Turnhout: Brepols, 1969), 235-392, at 354, trans. 
Scott DeGregorio, Bede: On Ezra and Nehemiah, TTH 47 (Liverpool: Liverpool University Press, 
2006), 177. 
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generation removed from the pagan past of his own people: since he was presumably of 
mature years when he became bishop of Sherborne in 705, he may have been born only a 
few years after the baptism of king Cynegils of Wessex in 635.320 Whether Aldhelm 
consciously made the connection between the idolatry of the Scythians and the paganism 
of the West Saxons or not, his approach to the telling of these conversion stories 
highlights the tendency of Anglo-Saxon authors to think about conversion in terms of 
antithesis. This necessitated the formulation of a (theological) account of paganism.321 
Just as Aldhelm associated various apostles with a converted gens, the anonymous author 
of the Whitby Life of Gregory credited the conversion of the Northumbrians to Pope 
Gregory I, who “bravely entered the house of the strong man whom Christ had bound, 
taking as spoil those goods, that is, ourselves, who were ‘sometimes darkness but now are 
light in the Lord’.”322 This short passage brings together a quotation from a Pauline epistle 
(Ephesians 5:8), and an allusion to a saying of Jesus (found in Matthew 12:29, Mark 3:27 
and Luke 11:21-22). The remarkable image of conversion as a spiritual heist staged jointly 
between Christ and the apostolic teacher, in which the converted are the “spoil” stolen 
from the devil, as well as the opposition between light and darkness, express a sharp 
contrast between the former and the present state of the converted.323 The anonymous 
author thus contextualized the conversion of the Northumbrians within a cosmic struggle 
between God and his adversaries, in which there was no neutral ground. Such a vision is 
also apparent in an addition to the Great Commission in Cynewulf’s paraphrase, inserted 
between the command to preach and baptize, and the assurance of Christ’s continued 
presence with his apostles: “Smash their idols, lay them low and hate them, extinguish 
deviltry, sow peace in the people’s hearts through the abundance of your powers.”324 
Conversion required the overthrow and rejection of devil, demons, and rival gods. 

 
320 Lapidge and Rosier, 6. Lapidge has suggested that he was the son of Centwine, who reigned 676-
85: Michael Lapidge, “The career of Aldhelm,” ASE 36 (2007): 15-69, at 17-18. 
321 On how theological commitments informed Bede’s (and Gregory I’s) descriptions of Anglo-Saxon 
paganism, see S.D. Church, “Paganism in Conversion-Age Anglo-Saxon England: The Evidence of 
Bede’s Ecclesiastical History Reconsidered,” History 93, no. 310 (2008): 162-180; Peter Orton, 
“Burning Idols, Burning Bridges: Bede, Conversion and Beowulf,” Leeds Studies in English 36 
(2005): 5-46, at 13-14, 27. 
322 … fortis nimirum viri eius quem Christus alligavit domum ingrediens, vasa eius quę nos fuimus, 
aliquando tenebre, nunc autem lux in Domino, diripiebat. VGr 6 (82-3). 
323 See Bede, Revelation 35 [comment on verse 20:1-2] (503-5), which identifies the one who is bound 
and despoiled with the devil. 
324 Hergas breotaþ, / fyllað ond feogað, feondscype dwæscað, / sibbe sawað on sefan manna / þurh 
meahte sped. Bjork, ed. and trans., Poems of Cynewulf, 4-5. 
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Baptism 
The opposition between paganism and Christianity, between past and future, was also a 
feature of the ritual that enacted conversion: baptism. Baptism was closely linked with 
conversion, indeed treated as synonymous with conversion, across a wide range of Anglo-
Saxon sources. The Whitby Life of Gregory says of two former magicians that “they were 
finally converted to God and buried with Christ in baptism”.325 In Aldhelm’s poem, 
Philip’s ministrations led to the Scythians being “eagerly immersed in holy water, thereby 
cleansing the shame of their sin in the fountain of baptism.”326 Similarly, Ninian’s work 
among the Picts resulted in their conversion, which was expressed in and through 
baptism. The Anglo-Saxon Chronicle speaks of kings who were “converted to baptism” 
(s.a. 601) and bishops who “preached baptism” (s.a. 604), while summing up Gregory’s 
missionary initiative as “he sent us baptism” (s.a. 606).327  Throughout the Viking 
incursions of the ninth century, concerns about the survival of Christianity in Anglo-
Saxon England were expressed by granting rights “as long as the Christian faith should 
last in Britain.”328 Some of these texts add or substitute “baptism” for “the Christian 
faith”, providing another indication of how central baptism was to Anglo-Saxon views of 
Christianity.329 
 
Although we have many narrative references to baptism in early Anglo-Saxon England, 
we have few sources for the liturgy itself.330 What we do know is that renunciation and 
confession were certainly part of the early Anglo-Saxon baptismal liturgy. This is 

 
325 … postremo… ad Deum conversi, Christi baptismate consepulti. VGr 22 (114-5). 
326 Omnes certatim merguntur gurgite sacro / Flagitium sceleris purgantes fonte lavacri. Aldhelm, 
27, trans. Lapidge and Rosier, 55. 
327 Paulinus biscep gehwerfde Edwine Norþhymbra cyning to fulwihte… Mellitum he sende to 
bodiende Eastseaxum fulluht… Gregorius … us fulwiht sende. Janet M. Bately, ed., The Anglo-
Saxon Chronicle: Volume 3: MS A (Cambridge: D.S. Brewer, 1986), 25-6. Similarly, the Old English 
Martyrology says that Gregory “sent us baptism” (us fullwiht onsænde), Christine Rauer, ed. and 
trans., The Old English Martyrology: Edition, Translation and Commentary, Anglo-Saxon Texts 
10 (Cambridge: D.S. Brewer, 2013), 64-5. 
328 Brooks, “England in the Ninth Century,” 13.  
329 S 193: quamdiu fides catholica et baptismum Christi in Bryttannia servetur. S 1508: þe hwile þe 
fulwiht sio. Sarah Foot, ‘‘By water in the spirit’: the administration of baptism in early Anglo-Saxon 
England,” in Pastoral Care Before the Parish, ed. John Blair and Richard Sharpe, Studies in the 
Early History of Britain (Leicester; London; New York: Leicester University Press, 1992), 171-192, 
at 191. 
330 See Foot, “By water in the spirit.” 
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demonstrated by the Old Saxon (or “Utrecht”) baptismal promise, which has its origins in 
the circles of Anglo-Saxon missionaries.331 The baptismal candidate was asked: “do you 
renounce the devil?” (forsàchistu diabolae?) to which the candidate responded “I renounce 
the devil” (ec forsacho diabolae). The candidate went on to renounce, as prompted, pagan 
sacrifices (diobolgeldae) and “all the devil’s works and words; Thunar and Woden and 
Saxnot and all the demons that are their companions”, before confessing faith in God the 
Father, Son and Holy Spirit.332 The baptismal liturgy thus underscored the discontinuity 
involved in conversion: the old was forsworn, the new embraced. The interrogation was a 
key part of the baptismal liturgy, and it seems likely that Anglo-Saxons would have 
understood it, at least in part, by analogy to legal oaths.333 The declarations of the 
baptizand – that he or she rejected the devil, rejected his words and works, rejected the 
local gods as demons, and instead put faith in the Christian triune God – constituted a 
promise or oath. The concept of a binding promise or oath was central to the Anglo-
Saxon legal system, where it created obligations, and established truth, both in the sense 
of revealing what the truth was, and in the sense of making the statement confirmed by 
oath legally “true”.334 Oaths were also used to cement relationships, notably the 
relationship between a lord and his subjects. Thus, Andreas Wagner has argued that 

 
331 Mostert, “Communicating the Faith”; Miriam Adan Jones, “The Language of Baptism in Early 
Anglo-Saxon England: The Case for Old English,” SCH 53 (2017): 39-50, at 43-44. 
332 Forsachistu diobolae. &respondeat. ec forsacho diabolae. end allum diobolgeldę respondeat. end 
ec forsacho allum diobolgeldae. end allum dioboles uuercum. respondeat. end ec forsacho allum 
dioboles uuercum and uuordum thunaer ende uuoden ende saxnote ende allvm them unholdum the 
hira genotas sint. gelobistu in got alamehtigan fadaer. ec gelobo in got alamehtigan fadaer. gelobistu 
in crist godes suno. ec gelobo in crist gotes suno. gelobistu in halogan gast. ec gelobo in halogan 
gast. Maurits Gysseling, ed., Corpus van Middelnederlandse teksten (tot en met het jaar 1300), II.1: 
Fragmenten (The Hague: Nijhoff, 1980), 26. 
333 Helen Gittos, “Is there any evidence for the liturgy of parish churches in late Anglo-Saxon 
England? The Red Book of Darley and the status of Old English,” in Pastoral Care in Late Anglo-
Saxon England, ed. Francesca Tinti, Anglo-Saxon Studies 6 (Woodbridge: Boydell Press, 2005), 63-
82, at 80 n. 101. Legal and liturgical proceedings were not always clearly distinguished in Anglo-
Saxon England, see Janet L. Nelson, “Liturgy or Law: Misconceived Alternatives,” in Early Medieval 
Studies in Memory of Patrick Wormald, ed. Stephen David Baxter, Catherine E. Karkov, Janet L. 
Nelson and David Pelteret, Studies in Early Medieval Britain (Farnham: Ashgate, 2009), 433–47. 
334 Gregory L. Laing, “Bound by Words: Oath-taking and Oath-breaking in Medieval lceland and 
Anglo-Saxon England,” Doctoral Thesis, Western Michigan University (2014). See also Keri Wolf, 
“Enacting Ties that Bind: Oath-Making vs. Oath-Taking in the Finnsburg ‘Episode’,” Comitatus: A 
Journal of Medieval and Renaissance Studies 40, no. 1 (2009): 1-24, for the importance of the 
setting/ritual in which the words of the oath are embedded to the oath’s validity. 
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Germanic converts would have understood baptism as a ritual designed to accomplish a 
Herrschaftswechsel: the transfer of allegiance from the devil to Christ.335 

God as Lord 
That the relationship between deity and worshipper was understood as akin to the 
relationship between lord and vassal is suggested also by the advice offered to Boniface by 
bishop Daniel of Winchester: that missionaries should point out to their prospective 
converts how poorly their false gods rewarded them for their service, while the Christian 
peoples enjoyed the benefits bestowed by a generous deity. 

This conclusion also must be drawn: If the gods are omnipotent, beneficent and 
just, they must reward their devotees and punish those who despise them. Why 
then … do they spare the Christians who cast down their idols and turn away 
from their worship the inhabitants of practically the entire globe? And whilst the 
Christians are allowed to possess the countries that are rich in oil and wine and 
other commodities, why have they left to the heathens the frozen lands of the 
north, where the gods, banished from the rest of the world, are falsely supposed 
to dwell?336 

Daniel’s advice appealed to the cultural expectation that a good lord was required to give 
generously to his faithful subjects. If we are to believe Bede’s account, similar reasoning 
had won over the pagan priest Coifi to the Christian cause in the early days of the 
conversion of England.337 Speaking to his king, 

Coifi … answered at once, … ‘I frankly admit that, for my part, I have found that 
the religion which we have hitherto held has no virtue or profit in it. None of your 

 
335 Andreas Wagner, “Taufe als Willensakt? Zum Verständnis der frühmittelalterlichen 
Taufgelöbnisse und zur Begründung ihrer volkssprachigen Übersetzung,” Zeitschrift für deutsches 
Altertum und deutsche Literatur 125, no. 3 (1996): 297-321. 
336 Hoc quoque inferendum: Si omnipotentes sunt dii et benefici et iusti, non solum suos remunerant 
cultores, verum etiam puniunt contemptores. ... cur ergo parcunt christianis totum pene orbem ab 
eorum cultura avertentibus idolaque evertentibus? Et cum ipsi, id est christiani, fertiles terras 
vinique et olei feraces ceterisque opibus habundantes possident provincias, ipsis autem, id est 
paganis, frigore semper rigentes terras cum eorum diis reliquerunt, in quibus iam tamen toto orbe 
pulsi falso regnare putantur. Tangl 23 (40), trans. Emerton, 77. 
337 In fact, it seems unlikely that Bede accurately recorded the perspective of the pagan high priest. 
See Church, “Paganism,” 171-76. However, the story is still illustrative of Bede’s views and probably 
also those of his audience. For a literary and theological reading of this episode, see Julia Barrow, 
“How Coifi Pierced Christ's Side: A Re-Examination of Bede's Ecclesiastical History, II, Chapter 
13,” JEH 62, no. 4 (2011): 693-706. 
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followers has devoted himself more earnestly than I have to the worship of our 
gods, but nevertheless there are many who receive greater benefits and greater 
honour from you than I do and are more successful in their undertakings. If the 
gods had any power, they would have helped me more readily, seeing that I have 
always served them with greater zeal. So it follows that if, on examination, these 
new doctrines which have now been explained to us are found to be better and 
more effectual, let us accept them at once without delay.’338 

The later Old English poem known as Genesis B also casts God in the role of the lord. It 
portrays the disloyalty of the devil to his rightful lord, God, after which he set himself up 
as a rival lord, in turn demanding loyal service from his followers.339 “Having been thrown 
into hell, [Satan] there sets up his own comitatus with himself as lord and appeals to the 
fallen angels, his thanes, for one of them to volunteer to go and deceive Adam and Eve, 
who are the Lord’s thanes in paradise on earth. In effect Satan competes with God for 
Man’s allegiance.”340 All this suggests that the lord-retainer relationship was a useful lens 
through which Anglo-Saxon Christians could explore the relationship between God and 
his creatures, and this will also have coloured the understanding of conversion.341 If being 

 
338 Coifi continuo respondit: … ego autem tibi uerissime, quod certum didici, profiteor, quia nihil 
omnio uirtutis habet, nihil utilitatis religio illa, quam hucusque tenuimus. Nullus enim tuorum 
studiosius quam ego culturae deorum nostrorum se subdidit; et nihilomnius 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. Vnde restat ut, si ea quae nunc nobis noua praedicantur, 
meliora esse et fortiora habita examinatione perspexeris, absque ullo cunctamine suscipere illa 
festinemus. HE II.13 (182-3). 
339 The poem is edited by A.N. Doane, The Saxon Genesis: an edition of the West Saxon Genesis B 
and the Old Saxon Vatican Genesis (Madison: University of Wisconsin Press, 1991). It is generally 
dated to after the middle of the ninth century, with ca. 900 suggested as a probable date. Doane, 
Saxon Genesis, 43-54; Paul G. Remley, Old English Biblical Verse: Studies in Genesis, Exodus, and 
Daniel, CSASE 16 (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 1996), 2 n. 2. 
340 Peter J. Lucas, “Loyalty and obedience in the Old English Genesis and the interpolation of 
Genesis B into Genesis A,” Neophilologus 76, no. 1 (1992): 121-135, at 121-2. 
341 The lord-retainer image is also reflected in the approach to religious observance. See e.g. 
Stephany Clark, Compelling God: Theories of Prayer in Anglo-Saxon England, Toronto Anglo-
Saxon Series 26 (Toronto: Toronto University Press, 2018), on Anglo-Saxon ideas of prayer as 
reciprocal gift exchange. 
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a Christian meant being God’s loyal vassal, then it made sense to think of conversion as a 
change of allegiance.342 
 
This change could not be purely personal or private. Even individual baptisms were public 
and thus social and political events.343 They established new bonds between the baptized 
and their godparents (and their families), affecting the social fabric of Anglo-Saxon 
communities,344 and they offered citizenship in a commonwealth constituted by a shared 
Christianity.345 But baptisms in conversion-age Anglo-Saxon England rarely were 
individual. Royal baptisms in particular tended to lead to the baptism of others.346 
Although King Æthelberht was not the first in his kingdom to receive baptism, Bede did 
record with approval the fact that his conversion paved the way for greater numbers of his 
subjects to embrace the teachings of Augustine and his fellow monks.347 The 
Northumbrian king Edwin was baptized “with all the nobles of his race and a vast number 
of the common people” (cum cunctis gentis suae nobilibus ac plebe perplurima) and 
Edwin went on to persuade Eorpwald of East Anglia to receive baptism “with his 
province” (cum sua prouincia).348 Shortly after Æthelwalh of the South Saxons was 
baptized in the Mercian kingdom, Wilfrid arrived in the South Saxon kingdom and 
“cleansed his ealdormen and his gesiths in the holy fount of baptism” while priests 
“baptized the rest of the common people either then or later on”.349 When the king gifted 
Wilfrid the peninsula of Selsey with its inhabitants (cum… hominibus), Wilfrid 

 
342 Wagner, “Taufe als Willensakt”; Lutz E. von Padberg, Mission und Christianisierung: Formen 
und Folgen bei Angelsachsen und Franken im 7. und 8. Jahrhundert (Stuttgart: Franz Steiner 
Verlag, 1995), 179, 183-4. 
343 James K.A. Smith, Desiring the Kingdom: Worship, Worldview and Cultural Formation, 
Cultural Liturgies 1 (Grand Rapids: Baker Academic, 2009), 182-90, esp. 182-3. 
344 See esp. Lynch, Christianizing Kinship and Joseph H. Lynch, Godparents and Kinship in Early 
Medieval Europe (Princeton: Princeton University Press, 1986). 
345 A theme explored, in relation to continental Europe, in Owen M. Phelan, The Formation of 
Christian Europe: The Carolingians, Baptism, and the Imperium Christianum (Oxford: Oxford 
University Press, 2014). See also Nathan J. Ristuccia, Christianization and Commonwealth in Early 
Medieval Europe: A Ritual Interpretation (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 2018) for another 
approach to the Christianization of medieval Europe and the formation of a Christian 
“commonwealth” that is centered on public ritual, here Rogationtide liturgies. 
346 The social and political implications of conversion for seventh-century Anglo-Saxon kings are 
usefully discussed in Tyler, “Reluctant Kings and Christian Conversion.” 
347 HE I.26 (76-9). 
348 HE II.14 (186-7), HE II.15 (188, my trans.) 
349 … primos prouinciae duces ac milites sacrosancto fone abluebat; uerum presbyteri … ceteram 
plebem uel tunc uel tempore sequente baptizabant. HE IV.13 (372-3). 
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“instructed them all in the faith of Christ and washed them in the waters of baptism” 
(omnes fide Christi institutos unda baptismatis abluit).350 Conversely, kings sought the 
consent of their counsellors before submitting to baptism, as for instance king Sigeberht, 
who “took counsel with his followers and, after he had addressed them, they all agreed to 
accept the faith and so he was baptized with them.”351 Coifi’s speech, referred to above, 
was part of an extended process of consultation that led eventually to the baptism of 
Edwin of Northumbria. Bede recorded that Edwin wished to “confer about this with his 
loyal chief men and his counsellors so that, if they agreed with him, they might all be 
consecrated together in the waters of life.”352 Even Oswald of Northumbria, who was 
converted at Iona before he became king, had “twelve men who had been baptized with 
him in exile among the Irish.”353 

Andreas 
Several of the themes discussed above come together in an account of the conversion of 
the mythical people of the Mermedonians, which concludes the ninth-century Old 
English poem Andreas.354 These themes include the expectation of collective, gens-wide 
conversion; the centrality of baptism to the process of converting; the understanding of 
conversion as a radical rejection of one set of gods in favour of worship of a new God; 
religious faith as loyalty; and the social and political character of conversion. The 
Mermedonians, once hostile to the apostles, were eventually won over by the apostle 

 
350 HE IV.13 (374-5). 
351 … tandem iuuante amicorum consensu credidit, et facto cum suis consilio cum exhortatione, 
fauentibus cunctis et adnuentibus fidei, baptizatus est cum eis… HE III.22 (282-3). 
352 … uerum adhuc cum amicis principibus et consiliariis suis sese de hoc conlaturum esse dicebat, 
ut, si et illi eadem cum eo sentire uellent, omnes pariter in fonte uitae Christo consecrarentur. HE 
II.13 (182-3). 
353 Sharpe, trans., Life of St Columba, 111. Compare HE II.9 (166-7): … non statum et inconsulte 
sacramenta fidei Christianae percipere uoluit … uerum primo … cum suis primatibus, quos 
spientiores nouerat, curauit conferre, quid de his agendum arbitrarentur. “[The king] was unwilling 
to accept the mysteries of the Christian faith at once and without consideration … But first … to 
consult with the counsellors whom he considered the wisest, as to what they thought he ought to 
do.”  
354 Most recently edited and translated in Richard North and Michael Bintley, eds. and trans., 
Andreas: An Edition, Exeter Medieval Texts and Studies (Liverpool: Liverpool University Press, 
2016). The editors of this edition offer the hypothesis that the poem was composed in the years 888-
893 by a Mercian priest at King Alfred’s court (114-115). An earlier editor, Kenneth Brooks, placed 
the poem “not much earlier than the middle of the ninth century”: Kenneth R. Brooks, Andreas and 
the Fates of the Apostles (Oxford: Clarendon, 1961), xxxix.  
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Andrew and “received baptism and a covenant, a pledge of heavenly glory, the creator’s 
protection.” 

Then men along with their women gathered together in a throng of people 
throughout the joyful city, from far and wide, all of one mind; they said that they 
wished to obey faithfully, eagerly receive the bath of baptism at the Lord’s will 
and give up idolatry, their old heathen temples. Then among that multitude, 
among the men, holy baptism was instituted and God’s just law established, his 
decree in that country among the citizens, the church consecrated. There God’s 
messenger appointed one wise man, skilled in words, as bishop to the people in 
that beautiful city and, through his apostolic office, he consecrated a man named 
Plato in front of the mighty multitude, for the people in their need; and he firmly 
commanded them that they should eagerly follow his teaching, that they should 
encourage salvation. 355 

Firstly, the centrality of baptism to the conversion process is made very clear. Not only 
because of the place of baptism in the narrative, but also because of the way the poet 
evoked the baptismal liturgy. For the word here rendered “idolatry” (diofol-gild), also 
occurs also in the Old Saxon baptismal promise as the baptizand is asked: Forsachistu... 
diobolgeldae? These verses from Andreas thus describe baptisms taking place, but they 
also echo the liturgical language of baptism. Secondly, the theme of conversion as a 
change of allegiance is also present. The relationship of loyalty between lord and retainer 
is among the themes of Andreas as a whole, which explores the faithfulness of Andrew to 
the call of Christ in the face of obstacles within and without.356 The theme also figures in 
the closing scenes of the poem, as the Mermedonians accepted baptism with a “pledge” 

 
355 Onfengon fulwihte ond freoðu-wære, wuldres wedde … mund-byrd meotudes. … Þa 
gesamnodon secga þreate weras geond þa win-burg wide ond side, eorlas an-mode, ond hira idesa 
mid; cwædon holdlice hyran woldon, onfon fromlice fullwihtes bæð Dryhtne to willan, ond diofol-
gild, ealde eolh-stedas, anforlætan. Þa wæs mid þy folce fulwiht hæfen, æðele mid eorlum, ond æ 
Godes riht aræred, ræd on lande mid þam ceaster-warum, cirice gehalgod. Þær se ar Godes anne 
gesette, wis-fæstne wer, wordes gleawne, in þære beorhtan byrig bisceop þam leodum, ond 
gehalgode fore þam here-mægene þurh apostolhad, Platan nemned, þeodum on þearfe; ond þriste 
bebead þæt hie his lare læston georne, feorh-ræd fremedon. Mary Clayton, ed. and trans., Old 
English Poems of Christ and His Saints, DOML 27 (Cambridge, Massachusetts; London: Harvard 
University Press, 2014), 292-3. 
356 On Andrew’s internal struggle, see Shannon Nycole Godlove, “Apostolic Discourse and Christian 
Identity in Anglo-Saxon Literature,” Doctoral Thesis, University of Illinois at Urbana-Champaign 
(2010), 296-345; Amity Reading, “Baptism, Conversion, and Selfhood in the Old English Andreas,” 
Studies in Philology 112, no. 1 (2015): 1-23. 
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(wedde), and so gain “mundbyrd meotudes”: the patronage and protection of the creator. 
However, baptism was not the only element of the Mermedonians’ conversion. In addition 
to baptism being administered, a church was consecrated and a bishop appointed to teach 
the faith to the newly baptized. This, too, was part of the process of conversion: the 
reorganization of society around new focal points. Anglo-Saxon theology thus exhibited 
particular approaches, both to the gens and to conversion, which supported the 
expectation that conversion was something that would affect gentes. These converted 
gentes were not unmade by turning to Christ, but rather the opposite: by becoming part 
of the church, they entered into an ongoing narrative in which they would continue to 
play a part. 
 

The converted gentes within the Church 

The ecclesia gentium in Bede’s theological works 
The conversion of the gentes brought into being an ecclesia gentium, a church made up of 
Christian peoples. The most extensive evidence for such an understanding in Anglo-
Saxon England comes, unsurprisingly, from Bede. Throughout his scriptural exegesis, 
Bede was keen to highlight the theme of the salvation of the nations. In the process, he 
articulated a vision of a church that not only absorbed all the nations as they are 
converted, but that continued to hold together these nations which remained diverse even 
though they were unified.357  Bede saw an image of this church of nations in the Temple 
walls, which “[t]aken in a mystical sense … are the nations of believers of whom the holy 
universal Church consists” (Iuxta sensus uero mysticos perietes templi sunt populi 
fidelium ex quibus sancta universalis ecclesia consistit…). 358 Bede repeated this 
interpretation elsewhere, saying: “All the walls of the temple all the way round are all the 
peoples of the holy Church laid upon the foundation of Christ; with these he has filled the 

 
357 Bede’s idea of a church made up of Christian peoples is not original to him: it can also be found in 
Augustine of Hippo and Isidore of Seville. Tugène, “L’histoire «ecclésiastique» du peuple anglais,” 
136-7. Tugène suggests that the development of this vision was a response to the fragmentation of 
the Roman empire into politically autonomous kingdoms. Cf. Fritze, “Universalis gentium 
confessio,” 127-129. 
358 Bede, On the Temple, 169, trans. Connolly, On the Temple, 34. 
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earth’s entire circle…”359 It is noteworthy that although the notion of an ecclesia gentium 
might seem to tend towards particularism, it appears most often in passages where it was 
universalism that was in view: the church was a church of all nations. Thus, Bede 
connected the saying of Jesus that “repentance and forgiveness of sins must be preached in 
his name to all peoples” (Luke 24:47) with the catholicity of the church, which “is spread 
throughout the world; all peoples have the Church… it began in Jerusalem, came to us, 
and it is here and now.”360 In most places where Bede himself used the phrase “ecclesia 
gentium”, it referred primarily to the church from the nations, that is, those members of 
the church who were gentile rather than Jewish in origin, rather than to a church 
consisting of nations. For example, in this passage from his On the Song of Songs 
(commenting on 8:5): 

The church of the Gentiles (ecclesia gentium) comes up from the wilderness 
because she who has for a very long time been left behind by her Creator now 
came to his grace by taking the steps of faith and good works in fulfilment of what 
Isaiah the prophet says: The wilderness and the impassable land shall be glad, 
and the desert shall rejoice and blossom like the lily (Is 35:1) … Therefore … Judea 
marvelled greatly at the grace of the Gentiles’ recent conversion (novae gentium 
conversionis) … Who is she that comes up from the wilderness … leaning upon 
my beloved. She says, my beloved; that is, the one whom I imagined to love only 
me and to be unknown by other nations (ceteris… nationibus).361 

 
359 Omnes parietes templi per circuitum omnes sanctae ecclesiae populi sunt quibus super 
fundamentum Christi locatis totius ambitum orbis repleuit… Bede, On the Temple, 183, trans. 
Connolly, On the Temple, 53. 
360 Et predicari in nomine eius poenitentiam et remissionem peccatorum in omnes gentes... toto 
terrarum orbe Ecclesia diffusa est, omnes gentes habent Ecclesiam, nemo nos fallat, ipsa est vera 
ipsa est catholica coepit ab Hierurusalem peruenit ad nos et ibi est et hic. Bede, On Luke: D. Hurst, 
ed., Bedae Venerabilis Opera: Pars II: Opera Exegetica: 3, CCSL 120 (Turnhout: Brepols, 1960), 5-
425, at 422 (6.24.47). 
361 Ascendit autem ecclesia gentium de deserto quia quae plurimo tempore a suo fuerat conditore 
derelicta proficientibus iam fidei et operis boni gradibus ad eius gratiam peruenit impleto Esaiae 
prophetae quo ait: Laetabitur deserta et inuia et exultabit solitudo et florebit quasi lilium …  Hanc 
ergo nouae gentium conuersionis gratiam magis Iudaea mirabatur … Quae est ista quae ascendit de 
deserto … innixa super dilectum meum, meum, inquit, dilectum, id est quem me solam diligere 
ceteris autem nationibus esse rebar ignotum… Bede, On the Song of Songs: D. Hurst, ed., Bedae 
Venerabilis Opera: Pars II: Opera Exegetica: 2b, CCSL 119B (Turnhout: Brepols, 1983), 165-375, at 
343-4 (V.viii.5); Arthur Holder, trans., The Venerable Bede on the Song of Songs and Selected 
Writings (New York; Mahwah: Paulist Press, 2011), 230-1. 
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But, as Fritze points out, the distinction was not sharp and one sense could easily slide 
into another.362 In this passage, it is the gentes that are said to have recently converted, 
and the nationes that know the beloved. Similarly, in Bede’s commentary on Samuel the 
phrase ecclesia gentium is used to signify the “believers from the nations” (credentes ex 
gentibus).363 Nevertheless, Christ is also said to come “to the nations” (ad gentes), and 
thus the “whole brotherhood of the nations” believes in Christ (Credit Christo universa 
fraternitas gentium).364 In his commentary on Genesis, Bede compared the church to 
Noah’s ark, and he identified the animals within the ark as the gentes: 365 

Go into the world, he says, teach all nations, baptizing them … which is to say in 
figurative language, ‘lead all kinds of animals that are to be cleansed by waters 
into the ark.366 

Although later in his commentary on this passage, the animals in the ark became “persons 
of different natural qualities”, the gentes were still in view, now seen in the offspring of 
Noah: 

But in the spiritual sense, Noah is blessed with his sons, that is, our Lord and 
Saviour with the apostles, whom he also deigned to call his sons …. God the 
father commanded these to increase and multiply through the whole world, 
when the Lord says to his disciples, going into the whole world, preach the 
gospel to every creature, that is, to all nations.367 

 
362 “Ecclesia gentium – das steht von der ecclesia de gentibus congregata scheinbar nicht weit ab. 
Aber wie leicht ließ sich die Formel im Sinne Isidors deuten – und hat Beda sie nicht selber so 
verstanden?” Fritze, “Universalis gentium confessio,” 129. The “Isidorian sense” refers to Isidore’s 
description of the gentes themselves as members of Christ. See Heinz Löwe, Von Theoderich dem 
Grossen zu Karl dem Grossen: Das Werden des Abendlandes im Geschichtsbild des frühen 
Mittelalters (Darmstadt: Wissenschaftliche Buchgesellschaft, 1958), 23, with examples of this idea 
from Isidore’s works cited in n. 47. 
363 Bede, Samuel IV.xxvii.6-7 (250). 
364 Bede, Samuel IV.xxvii.7, 12 (251-2). 
365 Daniel Anlezark, Water and fire: The myth of the flood in Anglo-Saxon England (Manchester: 
Manchester University Press, 2006), 65, 93. 
366 Euntes, inquit, in mundum, docete omnes gentes, baptizantes eos… Quod est figurate dicere, 
‘Cuncta animantium genera in arcam aquis diluenda inducite.’ Bede, Genesis, II.viii.15-18 (126), 
trans. Kendall, 198. 
367 Iuxta intellegentiam uero spiritalem benedicitur Noe cum filiis suis, Dominus uidelicet et saluator 
noster cum apostolis, quos etiam filios appellare dignatus est … Hos crescere ac multiplicari Deus 
pater toto orbe praecepit, cum ait discipulis Dominus, Euntes in mundum uniuersum, praedicate 
Euangelium omni creaturae, id est omnibus gentibus… Bede, Genesis, II.ix.1-3 (131), trans. 
Kendall, 204. 
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Only a few lines later, Bede again recalled the dominical command to “teach all nations”, 
noting that “after the Lord brought the gift of the water of baptism to the world, he 
desired that it be served to all nations as well, saying to the apostles, Going therefore, 
teach all nations…”368 As Daniel Anlezark notes, “[t]his concern with the salvation of the 
nations runs throughout In Genesin.” Indeed, he considers the salvation of the nations to 
be the commentary’s “governing theme.”369 
 
Whether envisioned as walls that form a constitutive part of the church-as-temple or as 
the inhabitants of the church-as-ark, the gentes therefore had a part to play in Bede’s 
ecclesiology. Without wanting to diminish the unity of the church catholic, Bede 
nevertheless considered it appropriate to use the term “churches” for these ethnic 
communities within the universal church: 

... although there is one catholic Church spread throughout the whole world 
they are frequently called ‘churches’ in the plural, namely, on account of the 
gatherings of the faithful in many places spread over many tribes, tongues, and 
peoples.370 

Although Bede’s idea of a church made up of converted gentes was not explicitly 
articulated or systematically set forth, it nevertheless emerges as an image that provided a 
key way of imagining the church, and supported much of Bede’s allegorical reading of the 
Scriptures. 

The ecclesia Anglorum within the universal church 
The idea that the universal church is made up of “national” churches also animated Bede’s 
Ecclesiastical History, which offered the history of one particular ecclesia gentis, the 
ecclesia gentis Anglorum.371 Löwe calls this work a “vivid historiographical testament to a 

 
368 … quia postquam mundo Dominus donum lauacri salutaris adtulit, cunctis etiam nationibus hoc 
ministrari uoluit dicens apostolis, Euntes ergo docete omnes gentes… Bede, Genesis II.ix.3 (132), 
trans. Kendall, 205. 
369 Anlezark, Water and Fire, 65-6; cf. Charles W. Jones, “Some introductory remarks on Bede's 
Commentary on Genesis,” Sacris Erudiri 19 (1969): 115-198, at 125-7. 
370 … cum sit una ecclesia catholica toto orbe diffusa saepe pluraliter appellantur ecclesiae propter 
multifaria scilicet fidelium conuenticula uariis tribubus linguis et populis discreta. Bede, On the 
Seven Catholic Epistles: D. Hurst, (ed), “In epistolas septem catholicas,” in Bedae Venerabilis 
Opera: Pars II: Opera Exegetica: 4, CCSL 121 (Turnhout: Brepols, 1983), 179-342, at 235, trans. 
David Hurst, Bede the Venerable: Commentary on the Seven Catholic Epistles, Cistercian Studies 
82 (Kalamazoo: Cistercian Publications, 1985), 84. 
371 Tugène, “L’histoire «ecclésiastique» du peuple anglais,” 135. 
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worldview in which faithful peoples were seen as equal members of the body of Christ, as 
part of his kingdom.”372 Bede’s theology of the nations and their conversion necessitated 
the telling of the story of how his particular gens had come to be included in the church – 
indeed, had become a church, since Gregory’s missionary efforts had “made our people a 
church of Christ.”373 Bede’s historiographical project was not alone in attempting to 
portray an English church, which possessed the hallmarks of catholicity as well as its own 
particularity. The conciliar tradition of the Anglo-Saxon church also reflects a self-
conscious balancing of catholicity with particularity, as Catherine Cubitt observes: 

The place of the English church within the universal church was affirmed by the 
Council of Hæthfeld and by the canons of subsequent councils which declared 
their adherence to the doctrines established by the ecumenical councils. The 
imitation of the conventions of papal and ecumenical councils in the ritual 
formalities of Anglo-Saxon councils and the diplomatic employed for their 
proceedings, asserted that English councils belonged to this wider tradition. By 
the ninth century, there is evidence of a consciousness of indigenous English 
conciliar traditions, seen in the reuse of formulae from the canons of the Council 
of Clofesho in 747 in the proceedings of the Council of Chelsea in 816, and in the 
forgeries of Archbishop Wulfred which placed their claims under the 
authoritative mantle of earlier English synods.374 

Even as Anglo-Saxon church councils insisted on liturgical conformity with Rome, they 
also legislated for the use of Old English in pastoral and perhaps liturgical contexts.375 As I 
have argued elsewhere, Old English may have been used for part of the baptismal liturgy, 
and its use in this context would have signalled belonging to the English language 
community as well as to the church.376 Part of the motivation for the use of Old English in 
this context may have been a desire to draw a sharper distinction between baptisms 
conducted according to the traditions of the Anglo-Saxon church, and those conducted 

 
372 “Bedas Kirchengeschichte der Angeln ist wohl das lebendigste historiographische Zeugnis eines 
Weltbildes, dem die gläubigen Völker als gleichberechtigte Glieder des Corpus Christi, als Teile 
seines regnum, galten.” Löwe, Von Theoderich dem Grossen zu Karl dem Grossen, 32. 
373 nostram gentem … Christi fecit ecclesiam. HE II.1 (122-3). 
374 Cubitt, Church Councils, 242. 
375 The Canons of Clofesho (747), canons 10, 13. HS, 366-7. On the use of Old English in spreading 
the Christian faith in Anglo-Saxon England, see Anna Maria Luiselli Fadda, “The Vernacular and 
the Propagation of the Faith in Anglo-Saxon Missionary Activity,” in Missions and Missionaries, ed. 
Pieter N. Holtrop and Hugh McLeod, SCH Subsidia 13 (Woodbridge: Boydell, 2000), 1-15. 
376 Adan Jones, “Language of Baptism.” 
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according to the traditions of the British church, the latter being defective from an Anglo-
Saxon point of view.377 Because of the close links between gentes and language 
communities, to signal belonging to the community of English-speakers at the very 
moment that one entered into the church, was a powerful indication of the role that ethnic 
communities might play within the Christian communion. 
 
Scholars have also drawn attention to how Christian universality and particularity were 
expressed in Anglo-Saxon art by the combination of themes and styles drawn from a 
range of continental and insular traditions. Michelle Brown has argued that the 
Lindisfarne Gospels represent an attempt to “define (if only intellectually) what it meant 
to be Northumbrian, to be English, and to be part of the Christian ecumen, encompassing 
the Italian, Byzantine, Coptic, Frankish, English, British, Pictish and Irish components of 
the universal Church”. The book’s artistry fused insular and continental artistic styles 

… in the service of a recognisable agenda … to establish a new identity for 
Northumbria, and thereby for England [that] acknowledged the components 
which had established its Christian culture but was intrinsically orientated 
towards displaying cultural synthesis and reconciliation within the Rome-
orientated Catholic ecumen. The apostolic mission had embraced the far ends of 
the earth and the material and literary culture of these extremities proclaims that 
they were no provincial outpost, but a vibrant, integrated part of that universal, 
eternal communion.378 

Brown notes that, in this respect, the Lindisfarne Gospels are similar to the contemporary 
Franks Casket, another Anglo-Saxon work of art in which “the Hebraic, Roman, and 
Early Christian past has been assimilated, emulated and synthesised with indigenous 
cultures … to produce a new identity”.379 The casket, made of whalebone, shows Biblical 
and mythological scenes side by side, and bears legends in both runic and Roman scripts. 
This artefact demonstrates that Germanic mythology remained part of the cultural 

 
377 Carla Falluomini, “Fullwiht and the Baptismal Rite in Anglo-Saxon England,” Anglia – 
Zeitschrift für englische Philologie 128 (2011): 391–405; HE II.2 (138). 
378 Michelle P. Brown, In the beginning was the Word: books and faith in the age of Bede, Jarrow 
Lecture (Jarrow: St. Paul’s Church, 2000), 25. 
379 Michelle Brown, In the Beginning was the Word, 25. Cf. Richard Abels, “What has Weland to do 
with Christ? The Franks Casket and the acculturation of Christianity in early Anglo-Saxon 
England,” Speculum 84, no. 3 (2009): 549-581, at 568: “The design of the casket as a whole is 
coherent and best understood as a self-conscious fusion and synthesis of native Anglian, Roman, 
and Christian tradition.” 
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repertoire of Christian Anglo-Saxons, alongside Christian iconography: the significance 
of the carvings on the Franks Casket would have been lost on an audience that was 
unfamiliar with either.380 For instance, the front panel shows the biblical Adoration of the 
Magi on the right, and a scene involving the Germanic mythical hero Weland the Smith on 
the left. Richard Abels has interpreted this juxtaposition as a reflection on gift-giving and 
reciprocity, contrasting “two models of lordship, the good lordship of the Lord Christ 
contrasted with the bad lordship of King Niðhad.”381 But in order for the casket’s audience 
to grasp this contrast, familiarity with both the Weland legend and the biblical narrative 
was required. Objects such as these show us Anglo-Saxon artists working, with perhaps 
varying degrees of intentionality, to cultivate and express both Christian (and therefore 
catholic) and Anglo-Saxon (and therefore particular) identities. The same impetus can be 
detected in a large part of the surviving corpus of Old English verse, which imaginatively 
connected the worlds of the Biblical near east and Anglo-Saxon England.382  

 
380 Marijane Osborn has argued that, in the juxtaposition of these artistic traditions, the casket’s 
designer was “adapting his pagan materials to a Christian evangelical purpose.” M. Osborn, “The 
Lid as Conclusion of the Syncretic Theme of the Franks Casket,” in Old English Runes and their 
Continental Background, ed. Alfred Bammesberger (Heidelberg: Carl Winter, Universitätsverlag, 
1991), 249-268, at 260. The elements of Anglo-Saxon legend may be included only in order to be 
contrasted, unfavorably, with the Roman/Christian tradition. There were diverse views among 
Anglo-Saxon churchmen as to whether and how Germanic heroes and deities could be 
accommodated within the new Christian culture of Anglo-Saxon England. Alcuin famously rejected 
the singing of heathen songs with his quip “What has Ingeld to do with Christ?”, discussed helpfully 
in Mary Garrison, “‘Quid Hinieldus cum Christo’,” in Latin Learning and English Lore: Studies in 
Anglo-Saxon Literature for Michael Lapidge, ed. K. O'Brien O'Keeffe and A. Orchard, 2 vols. 
(Toronto: University of Toronto Press, 2005), I:237-259. Some Germanic gods were reimagined by 
Christian authors as demons or human heroes, rather than dismissed as fantasy: see David F. 
Johnson, “Euhemerisation versus demonization: the pagan gods and Ælfric's De falsis diis,” in 
Pagans and Christians: the interplay between Christian Latin tradition and traditional Germanic 
cultures in early medieval Europe, ed. T. Hofstra, L.A.J.R. Houwen and A.A. MacDonald, 
Germania Latina 2 (Groningen: Egbert Forsten, 1995), 35–69. 
381 Abels, “What has Weland to do with Christ?” 567. 
382 See e.g. Malcolm Godden, “Biblical Literature: The Old Testament,” in The Cambridge 
Companion to Old English Literature, second edition, ed. Malcolm Godden and Michael Lapidge 
(Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 2013), 214-33; Samantha Zacher, Rewriting the Old 
Testament in Anglo-Saxon Verse: Becoming the Chosen People, New Directions in Religion and 
Literature (London: Bloomsbury, 2013). 
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Churches for peoples old and new: the continental missions 
Nested belonging as a member of an ecclesia gentis within the ecclesia universalis was not 
reserved for the Angli alone. Other gentes, too, could be understood as churches within 
the church. The clearest examples of this thinking come from the continental missions. In 
a letter to King Æthelbald of Mercia, Boniface (along with several co-signatories), 
compared several other Christian peoples to the Angli. The occasion for the letter was 
grave concern about the decline of morals in Æthelbald’s kingdom, and the authors of the 
letter warned that similar licentiousness had caused God to mete out judgment on a 
number of other nations: 

If the English people, as is reported here and as is charged against us in France 
and Italy and even by the heathen themselves, are scorning lawful marriage and 
living in wanton adultery like the people of Sodom, then we must expect that … 
the whole race will become debased and finally will be neither strong in war nor 
steadfast in faith, neither honoured among men nor pleasing in the sight of God. 
So it has been with the peoples of Spain and Provence and Burgundy. They 

4: Front Panel of the Franks Casket, British Museum 
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turned thus away from God and lived in harlotry until the Almighty Judge let the 
penalties for such crimes fall upon them through ignorance of the law of God and 
the coming of the Saracens.383 

While this passage reveals a sense of the Angli as divinely predestined to be “strong in war 
… honoured among men … pleasing in the sight of God”, if they will only abide by his 
laws, it also reveals that their election as a Christian people was not considered exclusive: 
other peoples, too, experienced the same dynamic of divine protection and retribution.384 
George Molyneaux cites Alcuin as an example of this inclusive approach to divine election, 
who was willing to describe the Franks as a beata gens (blessed people, quoting from the 
Psalms) and their ruler, Charlemagne, as a new David.385 Although there are few instances 
of Anglo-Saxon sources describing other gentes as ecclesiae in a manner analogous to 
Bede’s use of the phrase ecclesia Anglorum, there are a few references to the ecclesia 
galliarum (church of the Gauls) and the Scottorum ecclesiae (churches of the Irish) in 
Bede’s Ecclesiastical History to suggest, along with the testimony of Boniface’s letter, that 
it was possible to see other Christian peoples as ecclesiastical communities in a way similar 
to the Angli. 386 
 
Continental missionary work brought Anglo-Saxons into contact with churches older 
than their own, but the real purpose of these missions was the establishment of new 
churches among the as-yet heathen gentes. Anglo-Saxon missionaries understood 
themselves as following in the footsteps of the apostles, obeying the command to preach 

 
383 Si enim gens Anglorum, sicut per istas provincias devulgatum est et nobis in Francia et in Italia 
inproperatur et ab ipsis paganis inproperium est, spretis legalibus conubiis adulterando et 
luxoriando ad instar Sodomitane gentis foedam vitam vixerit ... aestimandum est ... ad extremum 
universam plebem ad deteriora et ignobiliora vergentem et novissime nec in bello saeculari fortem 
nec in fide stabilem et nec honorabilem hominibus nec Deo amabilem esse venturam. Sicut aliis 
gentibus Hispaniae et Prouinciae et Burgundionum populis contigit; quae sic a Deo recedentes 
fornicatę sunt, donec iudex omnipotens talium criminum ultrices poenas per ignorantiam legis Dei 
et per Sarracenos venire et sęvire permisit.  Tangl 73 (151), trans. Emerton, 105-6. 
384 Miriam Adan Jones, “A Chosen Missionary People? Willibrord, Boniface, and the Election of the 
Angli,” Medieval Worlds 3 (2016): 98-115, at 103-4, discusses this same passage with a greater 
emphasis on the special status of the Angli. 
385 George Molyneaux, “Did the English Really Think They Were God’s Elect in the Anglo-Saxon 
Period?,” JEH 65, no. 4 (2014): 721-37, at 732. I am grateful to Dr. Molyneaux for sending me a copy 
of this article in advance of publication. 
386 Galliarum … ecclesia HE 1.27 (80); HE 5.cap (450). 
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to and baptize the gentes.387 Boniface described his former colleague Willibrord’s mission 
as follows: 

In the time of Sergius, pontiff of the Apostolic See, there came to the shrine of the 
Holy Apostles a certain … priest … by name Willibrord … The aforesaid pope 
ordained him bishop and sent him to preach to the heathen Frisian people by the 
shores of the western sea. For fifty years he preached to the Frisian people, and 
converted a great part of them to the faith of Christ…388 

Boniface continued that the conversion of the Frisian gens had first been entrusted to the 
bishop of Cologne, but that he had failed to convert this people: 

He did not preach to the Frisians nor convert them to Christ. The Frisian people 
remained pagans until Sergius, reverend pontiff of the Roman See, sent the 
aforesaid servant of God, Willibrord, as bishop and preacher to them. He, as I 
have said before, converted them to the faith of Christ.389 

Boniface’s estimation of Willibrord’s role as preacher to and later spiritual leader of the 
Frisian gens was entirely in line with that of other contemporary observers. The Book of 
Pontiffs entry for Pope Sergius states that he ordained Willibrord as archbishop of the 
Frisians (Hic ordinavit… archiepiscopum… Clementem in gentem Frisonum).390 Bede 
likewise called Willibrord the bishop of the Frisian people in his Prose Life of Cuthbert, 
again in his World Chronicle, and finally in his Ecclesiastical History.391 Alcuin took up the 

 
387 Cf. Adan Jones, “Chosen Missionary People?,” 109, with reference there to Clay, In the Shadow of 
Death, 238-48, 405-10. 
388 Nam tempore Sergii apostolicae sedis pontificis venit ad limina sanctorum apostolorum 
presbiter… nomine Uuilbrord… quem prefatus papa episcopum ordinavit et ad predicandam 
paganam gentem Fresorum transmisit in litoribus oceani occidui. Qui per L annos predicans 
prefatam gentem Fresorum maxima ex parte convertit ad fidem Christi… Tangl 109 (234), trans. 
adapted from Emerton, 159-60. 
389 Non predicavit, non convertit Fresos ad fidem Christi, sed pagana permansit gens Fresorum, 
usque quod venerandus pontifex Romanę sedis Sergius supradictum servum Dei Uuilbrordum 
episcopum ad predicandum supradictę genti transmisit; qui illam gentem, ut prefatus sum, ad fidem 
Christi convertit. Tangl 109 (235-6), trans. adapted from Emerton, 160. 
390 LP I:376. This entry would have been completed shortly after Sergius’s death in 701. 
391 … sanctissimi Wilbrordi Clementis Fresonum gentis episcopi… “… the most holy Willibrord 
Clement, the bishop of the Frisians…” Bede, Life of Cuthbert, ch. 44, Bertram Colgrave, ed. and 
trans., Two Lives of Saint Cuthbert: A Life by an Anonymous Monk of Lindisfarne and Bede’s Prose 
Life (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 1940, repr. 1985), 296-7. Idem papa Sergius ordinauit 
uenerabilem uirum Vilbrordum cognomine Clementem Fresonum genti episcopum… “The same 
pope Sergius ordained the venerable man Willibrord, called Clement, as bishop of the Frisian 
people.” DTR 66.566 (529), trans. Wallis, 233. Postquam uero per annos aliquot in Fresia qui 
aduenerant docuerunt, misit Pippin fauente omnium consensu uirum uenerabilem Uilbrordum 
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theme in his metrical Life of Willibrord, lauding Willibrord’s efforts to spread God’s word 
among “the Frisian and Danish peoples, captive in error from ancient times” (Gentibus 
antiquo captis errore Fresonum, vel Danais).392 Once the mission among the Frisians was a 
success, “then the see in the city of Utrecht was given by the pope and the whole gens of 
the Frisians was subject to him” (Tunc data pontifici est Traiecto sedis in urbe / Et gens 
tota simul Fresonum subditur illi).393 If Willibrord’s missionary labours targeted the 
Frisian gens (and, briefly and unsuccessfully, the Danes), Boniface’s own mandate was to 
preach to the German gens, as he was exhorted to do by Pope Gregory II: 

Moved by zeal for the task entrusted to us, as well as by the Gospel precept, ‘Pray 
ye, therefore, to the Lord of the harvest that he send forth laborers into his 
harvest,’ we directed you, reverend brother, in imitation of the Apostles ordered 
by the Lord: ‘Go forth and preach the gospel of the kingdom …’ into the lands of 
the West, for the enlightenment of the people of Germany sitting in the shadow 
of death…394 

In addition to the language used to describe the mission field, the organization of the 
churches founded by Anglo-Saxon missions also points to an ecclesiology in which gentes 
played an important role. For both Willibrord and Boniface, the gens defined not only the 
scope of their missionary but also of their pastoral work: upon its conversion, the gens 
became the ecclesia over which they presided as (arch)bishops. To an extent, this perhaps 
reflected practical realities. But it is surely also significant that, when faced with an 
ecclesiastical “blank slate”, Anglo-Saxon missionaries and the Popes who supported them 

 
Romam, cuius adhuc pontificatum Sergius habebat, postulans ut eidem Fresonum genti 
archiepiscopus ordinaretur. “When those who had come from Britain had spent some time in Frisia 
teaching, Pippin, with the consent of them all, sent the venerable Willibrord to Rome while Sergius 
was still pope, asking for him to be consecrated archbishop of the Frisians.” HE V.11 (486-7). These 
works were completed in c. 720, 725, and 731, respectively. Conor O’Brien, Bede’s Temple, xx. 
392 Alcuin, Metrical Life of Willibrord: Ernst Dümmler, ed., Poetae Latini aevi Carolini I, MGH 
Poetae 1 (Berlin: Weidmann, 1881), 207-20, at 210-11 (ch. 7). 
393 Alcuin, Metrical Life of Willibrord, 211 (ch. 10). 
394 Credite speculationis sollicitudine permoti, evangelica quoque institutione, qua ait: ‘Obsecrate 
dominum messis, ut eiciat operarios in messem suam, tuam proinde reverendam fraternitatem ad 
imitationem apostolorum, ut Domino iubente praecepti sunt: Euntes, praedicate evangelium regni 
… in partibus Esperiarum ad inluminationem Germanię gentis in umbra mortis sedentis dirigere… 
Tangl. 23 (41-2), trans. adapted from Emerton, 29. The same phrase is used in the address of a letter 
from Gregory III: Bonifatio coepiscopo ad inluminationem gentis Germanię vel circumquaque in 
umbra mortis morantibus gentibus … directo. Tangl 28 (49). 
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opted to build a church in which ethnic communities were the primary organizing 
principle.395  
 
So strong was the impulse to view the progress of the church’s mission through the lens of 
the conversion of gentes, that ecclesiastical writers saw gentes even where perhaps there 
were none. James Palmer has shown how, in the ninth century, the ethnic map of 
northern Europe was redrawn (and simplified) in order to achieve correspondence 
between gentes and archbishoprics.396 This included the invention of a new gens, the 
Nordalbingi, so that Anskar (bishop of Bremen, d. 865) might be “established … as an 
archbishop for a specific gens, following the model of Augustine, Willibrord, and 
Boniface.”397 Where their missions were successful, Anglo-Saxon perceptions of 
continental gentes might therefore become a self-fulfilling prophecy.398 There is some 
evidence that those involved were themselves aware of this dynamic. In a letter written 
around 737, Torthelm of Leicester responded to news from Boniface about his mission to 
the Saxons. On the one hand, the letter assumed that there was such a thing as “the 
Saxons”. On the other, Torthelm encouraged Boniface to “make haste… to gather them 
together and dedicate them to Christ as a new people.”399 The missionary was thus placed 
in the role not only of observer, but builder of new ethnic communities. 
 

The gentes in the age to come 
Whether old or new, converted gentes, as ecclesiae within the ecclesia, were destined to 
endure. As noted above, conversion carried eschatological associations, since the 
completion of the conversion of all the world’s gentes coincided with end of the “sixth 

 
395 See Joanna Story, “Archbishopric of York,” 810-13. 
396 James Palmer, “Anskar’s Imagined Communities,” in Saints and their Lives on the Periphery: 
Veneration of Saints in Scandinavia and Eastern Europe (c. 1000-1200), ed. Haki Antonsson and 
Ildar H. Garipzanov, Cursor Mundi 4 (Turnhout: Brepols, 2010), 171-188, at 181-4. 
397 Palmer, “Anskar’s imagined communities,” 185. On how Anskar and his bishopric were 
reinvented after his death, see Eric Knibbs, Ansgar, Rimbert, and the Forged Foundations of 
Hamburg-Bremen, Church, Faith and Culture in the Medieval West (Farnham: Ashgate, 2011). 
398 See Robert Flierman, Saxon Identities, AD 150-900, Studies in Early Medieval History (New 
York: Bloomsbury, 2017), 167-9, on how the Saxons internalized the perspectives of their 
Christianizing neighbours. 
399 Festinet … uti novum christo populum coacervare et dedicare. Tangl 47 (76). 



103 
  

age”, the return of Christ for the last judgment, and the ushering in of God’s reign.400 For 
instance, Bede refers in his Commentary on Acts to the preachers who will come “at the 
end of the world” (in fine mundi) to teach both Israel and the gentiles.401 The End would 
involve the gathering together of all peoples in a single church. But just as the converted 
gentes kept their particularity within the earthly church during the sixth age, they also 
entered into the seventh age as gentes. This is nowhere more clearly illustrated than in 
imagined scenes of the Day of Judgment, in which the gentes are led before Christ. The 
author of the Whitby Life of Gregory expected that Gregory would “bring us—that is, the 
English people—instructed by him through God’s grace”.402 Other gentes would likewise 
be led by their teachers and apostles. Gregory himself had painted a similar picture in a 
homily preached at the Lateran in 591: 

Let us imagine that day of accounting, when the Judge comes … Peter will appear 
with a converted Judea, which he drew after him; Paul will appear leading a 
converted world, so to say; Andrew will lead a converted Achaia with him into the 
sight of its king, John Asia Minor, and Thomas a converted India… 403 

Gregory exhorted his hearers that they, too, should aspire to appear before the Judgement 
seat with a flock behind them. The theme was still current when the anonymous Saxon 
poet known only as “Poeta Saxo” wrote in the late ninth century: 

 
400 Ian Wood, “The Ends of the Earth: The Bible, Bibles, and the Other in Early Medieval Europe,” 
in Exegesis, Ethnography, and Empire in a Biblical-Historic Present, ed. Mark Vessey, Sharon 
Betcher, Robert A. Daum and Harry O. Maier, Green College Thematic Lecture Series (Toronto: 
University of Toronto Press, 2011): 200-216. On the patristic formulation of the idea of the six ages 
and its widespread adoption in early medieval Europe: Robert E. McNally, The Bible in the Early 
Middle Ages (Eugene: Wipf and Stock, 2005, first published 1959), 43-46. 
401 … quia doctores ecclesiae in fine mundi uenientes et languenti prius Israhel et postmodum etiam 
gentilitati praedicant. Bede, Acts 3:1 (23), Martin, trans., Bede: Acts of the Apostles, 43. Bede 
referred frequently to the conversion of (the remnant of) Israel as sign of the approaching End. He 
believed that this was soon to be accomplished. Bede refrained from strong apocalyptic in his 
writing, and avoided suggesting that the timing of the End could be predicted, nevertheless, he still 
had a sense of eschatological immanence. See Darby, Bede and the End of Time, 201-4; James T. 
Palmer, The Apocalypse in the Early Middle Ages (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 2014), 
95-105. 
402 … nos ille, id est gentem Anglorum, … per se gratia Dei … edoctam adducere…, VGr 6 (82-3). 
403 Ponamus ante oculos nostros illum tantae districtionis diem, quo iudex venit… Ibi Petrus cum 
Iudaea conversa, quam post se traxit, apparebit. Ibi Paulus conversum, ut ita dixerim, mundum 
ducens. Ibi Andreas post se Achaiam, ibi Ioannes Asiam, Thomas Indiam in conspectu sui regis 
conuersam ducit. R. Etaix, ed., Gregorius Magnus: Homiliae in Euangelia, CCSL 141 (Turnhout: 
Brepols, 1999), 131-2; David Hurst, trans., Gregory the Great: Forty Gospel Homilies (Kalamazoo: 
Cistercian Publications, 1990), 147-8. 
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 When comes the great Day of final Judgment, 
 on which You will render to each man what he has deserved, 
 … when Peter advances, thronged by the ranks 
 of Jews who through his teaching came to have faith, 
 and Paul leads the gentiles of the whole world— 
 if it may be put this way—who have been saved by his words, 
 Andrew will bring after him the Greek peoples 
 and John will lead out the churches of Asia, 

Matthew will head the Ethiopians made snow-white by baptism 
 and Thomas will conduct the Indians in their flocks to heaven 
 then the rejoicing throngs of Saxons will follow Charlemagne 
 to his glory and eternal delight.404 
In the three centuries between Gregory and Saxo, the basic image had remained much the 
same: a Judgement Day scene in which the nations were brought forward one by one, each 
headed by those who initiated them into the Christian fold. We can see that the 
association of the twelve apostles with particular peoples, also attested by Aldhelm, 
remained in place. There was room for innovation, however, in the addition of European 
peoples to the scene. For the Whitby author, this was the Angli headed by Gregory; for 
Saxo it was the Saxons led by Charlemagne. Perhaps Boniface had dared to hope that he 
might be the one to present the Saxons on the Day of Judgment – his correspondent 
Ecgburg certainly believed that he would reap an eternal reward from his missionary 
labours, and be found in the company of his converts at world’s end: “You, on the 
resurrection day, when the twelve Apostles shall sit upon their twelve seats, shall sit there 
also, and as many as you shall have redeemed, over so many shall you wear a crown of 
gold...”405 Similarly, the seventh-century Irish author Muirchú wrote of an angel 
promising Patrick “that all the Irish on the day of judgment shall be judged by you (as is 

 
404 Iudiciique dies cum venerit ultima magni, / Qua reddes omni quod meruit homini, / … / Nam cum 
Iudaico processerit agmine Petrus / Stipatus, cuius dogmate crediderat, / Paulus totius (liceat si 
dicere) mundi / Gentes salvatas duxerit ore suo, / Andreas populous post se producet Achivos, / 
Iohannes Asiae proferet ecclesias, / Matheus Aethiopes niveos baptismate factos, / Indorum Thomas 
ducet ad astra greges, / Tum Carolum gaudens Saxonum turma sequetur, / Illi perpetuae Gloria 
laeticiae. Peter Godman, ed. and trans., Poetry of the Carolingian Renaissance (London: 
Duckworth, 1985), 344-5. 
405 Tu autem in regeneratione, cum sederint duodecim apostoli in sedibus XII, sedebis et ibi; et 
quantos labore proprio adquęsieris, de tantis ante tribunal aeterni regis dux futurus deauratus 
gaudebis. Tangl 13 (20), trans. Emerton, 13. 
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said to the apostles: ‘And you shall sit and judge the twelve tribes of Israel’), so that you 
may judge those whose apostle you have been.”406 The ninth-century Anglo-Saxon poet of 
Christ III did not name each gens to appear at the Last Judgment, nevertheless, the 
nations were in the frame when this poet attempted to envision that fateful day: 
    The most dreadful of days 
 will come to pass in the world, when the king of glory 
 through his power will punish all nations (þeoda) 
 command language-bearers [i.e. human beings] to arise 
 from their earthen graves, [call] each and every people (folc) 
 to come to the assembly, every one of humankind.407 
As these examples show, imagined scenes of judgement, whether found in hagiographic, 
homiletic or poetic texts or alluded to in letters, consistently assumed that gentes would 
retain their internal cohesion and distinctiveness from one another at the moment of 
transition from this world to the next. 
 
This is not to say that Anglo-Saxon authors believed gentes would be judged collectively: 
each person remained responsible for the state of their own soul. Most Anglo-Saxon 
eschatological literature therefore laid a strong emphasis on calling its audience to 
repentance and holy living, and warned against complacency.408 Bede combined both 
themes, the presence of the gentes and the separation of the righteous from the 
unrighteous, in his commentary on Revelation 11:18: 

… first all the nations shall be gathered before the Judge, then those who are on 
the right hand shall be established in many mansions in the kingdom of the 

 
406 Cited in Patrick Wadden, “Church, Apostle and Nation in Early Ireland,” Medieval Worlds 5 
(2017): 143-169, at 159. 
407 Daga egeslicast weorþeð in worulde, þonne wuldorcyning þurh þrym þreað þeoda gehwylce, 
hateð arisan reordberende of foldgrafum, folc anra gewhylc cuman to gemote, moncynnes gewhone. 
Translation adapted from Milton McC. Gatch, “Perceptions of Eternity,” in The Cambridge 
Companion to Old English Literature, second edition, ed. Malcolm Godden and Michael Lapidge 
(Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 2013), 198-213, at 202. The poem’s eschatology is 
discussed by Judith N. Garde, Old English Poetry in Medieval Christian Perspective: A Doctrinal 
Approach (Cambridge: D.S. Brewer, 1991), 189-211. 
408 For instance, Ælfric’s sermon On the Day of Judgment (De die iudicii), stresses “that the coming 
will be sudden and unexpected, whence it is important that one be in a constant state of 
preparedness,” and states that “it will be possible for pairs of humans (two in bed, grinding meal at a 
mill, or ploughing in a field) at the moment of the coming to be found one just and the other 
damned.” Gatch, “Perceptions of Eternity,” 195. 
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Father. But the wicked, when they have been expelled from the boundaries of the 
kingdom, shall be tortured in the flames of malediction.409 

Judgment would reveal each gens to have within it both righteous and reprobate 
individuals.410 However, in those found worthy to enter paradise, the gentes would also 
continue into the last Age. This is hinted at as Bede’s commentary on Revelation 
progresses, and scenes of Judgment make way for a description of the heavenly city of 
God, where the just would dwell forever. The gentes entered into this city by the teaching 
of the apostles, who “opened the gate of the Church to the nations”.411 The city was “to be 
gathered together from all the nations.”412 Where Bede’s text read “and the leaves of the 
tree [of life] were for the healing of the nations”, Bede commented that  

… the leaves are correctly understood as the perpetual song which turns out to be 
health for those who sing in their already joyous destiny. For the true cure of the 
nations is there, their complete redemption and their everlasting bliss.413 

Bede would no doubt have expected that perpetual song to include the Hebrew “Alleluia”, 
but also the diverse languages which had been divinely created at Babel and sanctified at 
Pentecost.414 By uniting in praise of God, the gentes singing each in their own tongue 
would be finally healed and redeemed.  
 

 
409 … primo quidem omnes gentes ante iudicem congregandos, deinque dextros in regno patris per 
multas mansiones locandos, impios uero extra terminos regni pulsos flammis maledictionis esse 
torrendos. Bede, Revelation 18 [comment on 11:18] (383); trans. Faith Wallis, Bede: Commentary on 
Revelation, TTH 58 (Liverpool: Liverpool University Press, 2013), 188. 
410 Therefore the “city of the wicked” would be “gathered from all the nations” just as the church 
was. Ciuitas impiorum ex omnibus congregata gentibus ipsa gentes, id est sua membra, uino debriat 
erroris… Bede, Revelation 24 [comment on 14:8] (427), trans. Wallis, Revelation, 211. 
411 Hae portae apostoli sunt, qui … primordialiter gentibus ecclesiae pandebant introitum. Bede, 
Revelation 37 [comment on 21:12] (525), trans. Wallis, Revelation, 263. 
412 … ex omnibus sit gentibus congreganda. Bede, Revelation 37 [comment on 21:26] (563), trans. 
Wallis, Revelation, 279. Cf. Bede, Revelation 6 [comment on 5:9] (293). 
413 ET FOLIA LIGNI AD SANITATEM GENTIVM. … recte folia perpetuus intellegitur cantus, 
quod in sanitatem cadat felici iam sorte canentibus; ibi enim gentium curatio uera, redemptio plena, 
felicitas sempiterna. Bede, Revelation 37 [comment on 22:2] (565), trans. Wallis, Revelation, 280-1. 
414 Cf. his comment on 19:4: DICENTES: AMEN, ALLELVIA. Haec uerba … propter reuerentiam 
tamen sanctitatis primae illis linguae seruatur auctoritas. Nam et alleluia dominicis diebus totoque 
quinquagesimae tempore propter spem resurrectionis, quae in domini est laude futura, continue 
canit ecclesia. Bede, Revelation 33 (489). 
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Conversion narratives and the imagining of gentes 
The Christian story into which the people of Anglo-Saxon England entered as they 
converted was a story in which gentes had an important role to play. Early medieval 
Christianity offered a rich theology of the gentes that gave them a permanent place in the 
ordering of the human family, and Anglo-Saxon theologians eagerly tapped into this vein. 
They embraced a narrative in which the gentes had always been destined to come into 
being, to be converted by accepting God as their true lord, and, as churches within the 
church, to endure for the rest of the age, and indeed into the age to come. As we saw in 
Chapter 1, Anglo-Saxon thinkers conceived of gentes, with their basis in genealogical 
relationships, as “natural”. For medieval Christians, however, “nature” was also always 
“creation”.415 The emergence of new gentes was therefore not an accidental but a 
providential occurrence. (This may explain why one late Anglo-Saxon poet could address 
God as “folkes Scippend”: Creator of the people.416)  The gentes were to be understood 
within the arc of salvation history narrated in the scriptures: providentially ordained, their 
genesis was but the manifestation in the world of something that had always existed in the 
mind of God. For, from the perspective of a providential view of history, “the here and 
now is no longer a mere link in an earthly chain of events, it is simultaneously something 
which has always been, and will be fulfilled in the future; and strictly, in the eyes of God, it 
is something eternal…”.417 Anglo-Saxon theologians thus invested gentes with a 
metaphysical permanence. However, chapter one also highlighted that there were 

 
415 Helen Foxhall Forbes, Heaven and Earth in Anglo-Saxon England: Theology and Society in an 
Age of Faith, Studies in Early Medieval Britain (Farnham: Ashgate, 2013), 64-5, notes that the 
Anglo-Saxons may not have had a concept of “nature” as distinct from the “supernatural”: all of 
God’s creation, whether visible or invisible, belonged to the realm of “nature”. 
416 Christopher Jones, ed. and trans., Old English Shorter Poems, vol. 1: Religious and Didactic, 
DOML 15 (Cambridge; London: Harvard University Press, 2012), 104. The poem was earlier edited 
by Elliot Van Kirk Dobbie, Anglo-Saxon Minor Poems, The Anglo-Saxon Poetic Records: A 
Collective Edition 6 (New York: Columbia University Press, 1942), 94-96. The ambiguity of the 
phrase (which people is meant?) invites the reader to supply the sense. Jones translates “Creator of 
your people” (105), but this does not remove the ambiguity. Sarah Laratt Keefer translates “Creator 
of peoples” (plural): Sarah Laratt Keefer, “‘Ic’ and ‘we’ in eleventh-century Old English liturgical 
verse,” in Unlocking the Wordhoard: Anglo-Saxon Studies in Memory of Edward B. Irving, Jr., ed. 
Mark C. Amodio and Katherine O’Brien O’Keeffe (Toronto: Toronto University Press, 2003), 123-
46, at 131. The prayer survives in London, British Library, Cotton Julius A.ii and London, Lambeth 
Palace 427, dating to the early 12th and late 11th century, respectively. Dobbie, Minor Poems, lxxxv-
vi. 
417 Eric Auerbach, Mimesis: The Representation of Reality in Western Thought, Princeton Classics 
(Princeton: Princeton University Press, 2013), 74. 
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multiple ethnic maps in operation in early Anglo-Saxon England, and that the coming-
into-being of a gens was not simply a matter of an extended kin-group reaching a certain 
numerical threshold. How could a gens best be defined? And how could the gentes of the 
early medieval west be integrated into a biblical model which, as we have seen, offered a 
theoretical model that explained “the nations” in the abstract, and might help to identify 
some of the world’s nations, but offered no authoritative guide to the nations of northern 
Europe to which the Anglo-Saxons themselves belonged? Narratives of conversion 
provided the answer to both questions. Torthelm believed that if Boniface could convert 
the Saxons this would mean that they would be “gathered” as a “new people”. For Bede, 
the conversion of the Angli, more than their shared ancestry, constituted them a people, 
because it constituted them a people before God, who “were known in Heaven as the ‘gens 
Anglorum’.”418 Conversion narratives proved that a gens possessed the shared Christian 
faith that cemented its common identity.419 The conversion of a gens, if it could be 
demonstrated, served as a kind of anchoring point, fixing this particular gens to the 
universal trajectory of salvation history. For these reasons, conversion narratives 
selectively and powerfully reinforced ethnic classifications. 

Providence and the gentes 
Conversion narratives powerfully reinforced ethnicities because they claimed a 
providential status for the converted gens. The conversion of a gens proved that it was 
part of the divine plan for the salvation of the human race, and so the converted gens was 
not merely a product of temporal vicissitudes, but of divine and therefore eternal 
dispensation. To narrate the conversion of a gens was not only to assert its identity as a 
gens in the present, but also to project it onto the past, where from a theological 
perspective the gens had always been foreknown and predestined by God to come to 
salvation at this particular moment in time. It was also to project it onto the future, where 
it would achieve its divinely appointed destiny. Bede referred to the providential destiny 
of the nations in his commentary on Revelation. Commenting on 20:3, in which God binds 
the devil, “that he should deceive the nations no more”, Bede wrote:  

He forbade him, and utterly shut him up, as if with a royal seal, lest he deceive the 
nations, but [John means] those [nations] which had been destined for life, and 

 
418 Wormald, “Bede, the bretwaldas and the origins of the gens Anglorum,” 125. 
419 Cf. Thomas O’Loughlin’s argument on the conversion of the Britons and their peoplehood in 
Gildas: Thomas O’Loughlin, Gildas and the Scriptures: Observing the World Through a Biblical 
Lens, Studia Traditionis Theologiae (Turnhout: Brepols, 2012), 113-5. 
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which [the devil] seduced before, preventing them from being reconciled to 
God.”420  

The gentes that believed, did so because they were so destined: this was the general 
principle. Conversion histories allowed this principle to be applied more specifically. 
“Since God predestines gentes,” Charles Jones comments, “a Christian historian’s 
business was to show that predestination was a fact of his race.”421 Bede’s Ecclesiastical 
History may be seen as an extended attempt to make this case for the Angli.422 After 
describing the reluctance of the Britons to evangelize the Anglo-Saxons, Bede turned to 
give an account of the beginnings of the Roman missions, saying: “God in his goodness 
did not reject his people whom he foreknew but … appointed … heralds of the truth to 
bring this people to faith.”423 The rest of the History was a demonstration of the truth of 
this claim. The author of the Whitby Life also claimed that the salvation of their gens had 
been predestined, by claiming that Gregory had possessed divinely inspired 
foreknowledge of their conversion: “through the Spirit of God and with the incomparable 
discernment of his inward eye, he foresaw and made provision for our conversion to 
God.”424 The author went on to devote considerable space to the conversion of the 
Northumbrian gens under the leadership of Edwin, introduced as “predestined to be a 

 
420 Interdixit et uelut regali signaculo praeclusit, ne seducat gentes, sed quae in uitam destinatae 
sunt, quas antea seducebat, ne deo reconciliarentur. Bede, Revelation 35 [comment on 20:3] (505), 
trans. Wallis, Revelation, 252-3. 
421 Jones, “Some introductory remarks,” 126. 
422 Stephen Harris echoes a widely shared sentiment when he calls it “a work intended ultimately to 
configure the gens Anglorum symbolically as God’s new chosen people”. Harris, Race and 
Ethnicity, 46. See also Wormald, “The Venerable Bede and the ‘Church of the English’”. 
423  non ... diuina pietas plebem suam, quam praesciuit, deseruit; quin ... genti memoratae praecones 
ueritates, per quos crederet, destinauit. HE I.22. Which people Bede here means has been debated. 
Many scholars, e.g. Clare Stancliffe, Bede and the Britons: Fourteenth Whithorn Lecture, 17th 
September 2005 (Whithorn: Friends of Whithorn Trust, 2007), 5, and Samuel Cardwell, “‘The 
people whom he foreknew’: The English as a chosen people in Bede’s ‘Historia ecclesiastica’,” 
Journal of the Australian Early Medieval Association 11 (2015): 41-66, at 50-51, took the ‘people 
whom he foreknew’ to mean the Angli. Foley and Higham have argued to the contrary that Bede 
meant the Britons: W. Trent Foley and Nicholas J. Higham, “Bede on the Britons,” Early Medieval 
Europe 17, no. 2 (2009): 169-71. Foley and Higham themselves note that the passage, interpreted in 
this way, “poses immense difficulties” (170), and I am not convinced by their argument on this 
point. It is similarly rejected by Molyneaux, “Did the English Really Think…?,” 727 n. 28 and “The 
Old English Bede,” 1299 n. 72. 
424 … quam spiritaliter ad Deum quomodoque cordis inconparabili speculo oculorum nostram 
providendo propagavit ad Deum conversionem. VGr 9 (90-1). 
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‘vessel of mercy’ for God” (predestinatum vas misericordię Deo Eduinus).425 In both these 
sources, we see an interest in prophecies and symbolic signs that demonstrate the 
providential character of the narrated conversions, and thus indirectly assert the 
legitimacy of the converted gens whose inclusion in the church was willed by God. 
 
From the perspective of providential history, even periods of pagan relapse could be 
accommodated within the conversion narrative. At several points in Bede’s Ecclesiastical 
History it was necessary to report that a gens had returned to its paganism after initial 
conversion, usually as the result of the accession of a new ruler.426 One of these concerns 
the return of Kent to heathenism under king Eadbald (616-640). However, D.P. Kirby 
found inconsistencies between Bede’s narrative and the correspondence which he 
incorporated into it, leading him to determine that “the pagan reaction under Eadbald was 
more protracted than Bede’s single year,” lasting really between five and eight years.427 
Kirby did not address the question whether Bede deliberately obscured these facts from 
his readers, or was himself mistaken.428 Nor did he ask what Bede’s presentation of these 
events might reveal about Bede’s own views. I would suggest that, if deliberate, the 
minimization of the length (and strength) of Eadbald’s lingering paganism served to create 
the impression that the Christianization of the Kentish gens, once begun, would 
inevitably soon be completed. For, from Bede’s choice of words, it appears that he did not 
see Eadbald’s paganism as undoing the conversion of his gens. He described Eadbald’s 
accession as “a severe setback to the tender growth of the Church” (magno tenellis ibi 
adhuc ecclesiae crementis detrimento) and later depicted bishop Laurence of Canterbury 
in prayer “for the state of the Church” (pro statu ecclesiae).429 The Kentish church, in 
other words, suffered but continued to exist in a small number of “sheep of Christ … in the 
midst of wolves” (oues Christi in medio luporum).430 Though this flock was deprived of 
the protection of the king and faced with the departure of its episcopal shepherds, it still 

 
425 VGr 14 (96-7). 
426 Stevenson, “Christianity in Southumbria” discusses some examples. 
427 D.P. Kirby, The Earliest English Kings (London: Unwin Hyman, 1991), 41. 
428 Shaw argues that Bede was relying on a narrative hagiographical source from Canterbury: 
Richard Shaw, “How an Early Medieval Historian Worked: Methodology and Sources in Bede's 
Narrative of the Gregorian Mission to Kent,” Doctoral Thesis, University of Toronto (2014), 189-99, 
319-33. Shaw’s work is now also published as a monograph: Richard Shaw, The Gregorian Mission 
to Kent in Bede's Ecclesiastical History: Methodology and Sources (London: Routledge, 2018). 
429 HE II.5 (150-1), II.6 (154-5). 
430 HE II.6 (154-5). 
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enjoyed, Bede believed, the protection of St Peter, who intervened by appearing to 
Laurence in a dream. This led to Eadbald’s personal conversion and the revival of royally 
backed Christian observance. “After his conversion,” Bede reported, “he and his people … 
strove to follow God’s commandments” (ipse cum sua gente, … diuinis se studuit 
mancipare praeceptis).431 Recalling that the apostles had been instructed to “teach all 
nations… to obey all that I have commanded you” (Matthew 28:20), the wholehearted 
observance of Christian practices by the whole Kentish gens thus marked the completion 
of the conversion process for this particular people. 

Conversion narratives and ethnic maps 
Conversion narratives selectively reinforced ethnicities by foregrounding particular 
gentes while allowing others to disappear to the background. Part of their power resided 
in begging the question of whether the gens in view really was a gens: it was assumed to 
be, and on that basis it became possible to construct a narrative in which a series of events 
– sermons preached, individuals baptized, churches built, clerics appointed, monasteries 
endowed – were treated as a single, if collective, conversion. That the whole Ecclesiastical 
History served to tell the story of the conversion of the Angli as a single story, and thereby 
gave expression to and helped to propagate a vision of the Angli as a single gens, has 
already been frequently remarked upon.432 The Whitby author shared Bede’s interest in 
the gens Anglorum, as is apparent from the choice of focus for that narrative.433 But the 
same dynamic applied on a smaller scale to other gentes within these narratives. The final 
section of this chapter studies the conversion of three gentes as presented by Bede in his 
Ecclesiastical History. Together, these three examples demonstrate how conversion 
narratives could strengthen the bonds that formed new gentes out of several smaller ones, 
or fortify the boundaries that separated one gens from another. 

Northumbrians 
To begin close to his own home, Bede consistently presented the Northumbrians as a 
single gens, and this presentation is tied up with his narration of the conversion of this 
gens as a single, integrated process. The conversion of the Northumbrians was, in Bede’s 
narrative, initiated from Rome, and came to fruition through the efforts of Paulinus, who 

 
431 HE II.6 (156-7). 
432 E.g. Alan Thacker, “Bede’s Idea of the English,” 1-2, with references there to the work of Patrick 
Wormald and Nicholas Brooks.  
433 Cf. Dailey, “The Vita Gregorii and Ethnogenesis.” 
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was made bishop of the Northumbrians in 625, and converted and baptized the 
Northumbrian king Edwin in 627.434 Bede was silent on any possible British contribution 
to Edwin’s conversion.435 He also neglected to provide detailed information about the 
presumably lengthy process by which the Christian faith and the administrative 
structures of the Christian church spread throughout the extensive and in places sparsely 
settled Northumbrian kingdom. More than a century after Edwin’s baptism, Bede could 
still complain “that many of our race’s villages and hamlets are located in out-of-the-way, 
hilly places and thick woodland, where in the passage of many years a bishop has never 
been seen…”436 Nevertheless, for the purposes of the Ecclesiastical History, the people 
that Edwin ruled was included – as a single Northumbrian gens – in his conversion, as is 
apparent from the inception of Bede’s account: 

At this time the Northumbrian people, that is the nation of the Angli which dwelt 
north of the river Humber, together with their king Edwin, also accepted the 
word of faith through the preaching of Paulinus already mentioned.437 

Bede’s account of the conversion of Edwin provides an example of how, in the early 
Middle Ages, gentes could be understood to act collectively through the actions of their 
kings as their representatives.438  As the representative of the Northumbrians, Edwin’s 
personal conversion story was invested with special significance.439 His conversion was 

 
434 HE II.9 (162-6), II.14 (186-8), V.24 (562-4). 
435 There is a later British tradition that Edwin was baptized by a certain Rhun. Scholars have 
puzzled over whether there is any basis in fact for this tradition, and if so how to reconcile it with 
Bede’s story. See e.g. Kenneth H. Jackson, “On the Northern British Section in Nennius,” in Celt 
and Saxon: Studies in the early British border, ed. Kenneth Hurlstone Jackson and Nora Kershaw 
Chadwick (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 1963): 20-62, at 32-33; Caitlin Corning, “The 
Baptism of Edwin, King of Northumbria: A New Analysis of the British Tradition,” Northern 
History 36, no. 1 (2000): 5-15. 
436 … quia multae uillae ac uiculi nostrae gentis in montibus sint inaccessis ac saltibus dumosis positi, 
ubi numquam multis transeuntibus annis sit uisus antistes… Grocock and Wood, eds. and trans., 
Abbots, 134-5.  
437 Quo tempore etiam gens Nordanhymbrorum, hoc est ea natio Anglorum quae ad aquilonalem 
Humbrae fluminis plagam habitabat, cum rege suo Eduine uerbum fidei praedicante Paulino, cuius 
supra meminimus, suscepit. HE II.9 (162-3, translation slightly adapted). 
438 Pohl, “Ethnonyms and Early Medieval Ethnicity,” 9. 
439 Sharon M. Rowley, “Reassessing Exegetical Interpretations of Bede’s Historia Ecclesiastica 
Gentis Anglorum," Literature and Theology 17.3 (2003): 227-243, at 234-40, draws attention to 
some of the difficulties faced by Bede in making the material at his disposal – including what appear 
to be several conflicting accounts of Edwin’s conversion – fit in the theological framework of his 
narrative. 
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also the conversion of his gens, an understanding which allowed the time-frame of the 
conversion of the Northumbrians to be collapsed into the reign of one ruler. 
 
Bede knew that the unification of the separate peoples of the Bernicians and Deirans in a 
single kingdom had only recently been accomplished, and that the union was a fragile one. 
However, from Bede’s perspective, the Northumbrians were predestined to be a single 
gens and church. That God smiled upon the union of the Bernicians with the Deirans was 
shown even before their conversion, by the providential successes of the first kings to rule 
over the compound kingdom. At the close of the first book of the Ecclesiastical History, 
Bede likened Æthelfrith (d. 616), the first king to rule over both peoples, to King Saul: 

At this time Æthelfrith, a very brave king and most eager for glory, was ruling 
over the kingdom of the Northumbrians. He ravaged the Britons more 
extensively than any other English ruler. He might indeed be compared with 
Saul who was once king of Israel, but with this exception, that Æthelfrith was 
ignorant of the divine religion. For no ruler or king had subjected more land to 
the English people or settled it …. To him, in the character of Saul, could fittingly 
be applied the words which the patriarch said when he was blessing his son, 
‘Benjamin shall ravin as a wolf; in the morning he shall devour his prey and at 
night shall divide the spoil.’440 

George Tugène has explained how Bede could praise a pagan king in these biblical terms: 
Æthelfrith represented his people, whom Bede believed were predestined soon to be 
converted.441 Thus, as Sarah Foot summarizes, this “chapter does more than celebrate 
Æthelfrith’s military power and his role in punishing the Britons; it also prepares the 
reader for the future missionary role of the English”.442 Æthelfrith was a son of the 
Bernician royal house, but his successor, Edwin, was a rival from among the royal family 
of the Deirans. Bede initially glossed over this distinction, and introduced Edwin into his 

 
440 His temporibus regno Nordanhymbrorum praefuit rex fortissimus et gloriae cupidissimus 
Aedilfrid, qui plus omnibus Anglorum primatibus gentem uastauit Brettonum, ita ut Sauli quondam 
regi Israheliticae gentis conparandus uideretur, except dumtaxat hoc, quod diuiniae erat religionis 
ignarus. Nemo enim in tribunis, nemo in regibus plures eorum terras, … aut tributarias genti 
Anglorum aut habitabiles fecit. Cui merito poterat illud, quod benedicens filium patriarcha in 
personam Saulis dicebat, aptari: ‘Beniamin lupus rapax; mane comedet praedam et uespere diuidet 
spolia.’ HE I.34 (116-7 trans. adapted). 
441 Tugène, “L’histoire «ecclésiastique» du peuple anglais,” 163-4. 
442 Sarah Foot, “Bede’s Kings,” in Writing, Kingship and Power in Anglo-Saxon England, ed. Rory 
Naismith and David A. Woodman (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 2018), 25-51, at 40-1. 
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narrative as the established king of the Northumbrians (II.9), only later doubling back to 
relate Edwin’s exile and persecution by his predecessor (II.12), and to explain the earlier 
existence of two independent kingdoms (III.1).443 Of the still-pagan Edwin Bede wrote:  

The king’s earthly power had increased as an augury that he was to become a 
believer and have a share in the heavenly kingdom. So, like no other English king 
before him, he held under his sway the whole realm of Britain, not only English 
kingdoms but those ruled over by the Britons as well.444 

With the Northumbrian people united and victorious, the stage was set for their 
conversion. But the death of Edwin brought about the fragmentation of his kingdom into 
its constituent parts, and the reversion of at least some members of the ruling class, 
including both kings, to paganism.445 Although Bede recorded that the “church and 
people of the Northumbrians” (ecclesia uel gente Nordanhymbrorum) suffered terribly at 
the hands of these pagan successors, he still treated the Northumbrians’ division as 
temporary and their apostasy as partial.446 The unity of Northumbria was recovered by its 
next Christian king, Oswald: “By the efforts of this king the provinces of the Deirans and 
Bernicians, which had up to this time been at strife with one another, were peacefully 
united and became one people (populus).”447 
 
Oswald also carried on the conversion process which had begun with Edwin: “Oswald, as 
soon as he had come to the throne, was anxious that the whole people under his rule 
should be filled with the grace of the Christian faith…”448 It was important to Bede that 
Oswald’s work was a continuation of a process already begun under his predecessor. He 
was careful to note the presence of a Christian remnant under the leadership of James the 
Deacon in the vicinity of York, even after bishop Paulinus had fled, during the reign of the 
apostate kings.449 He also stressed that James continued to use the Roman liturgical 

 
443 HE II.9 (162), II.12 (174-80), III.1 (212). 
444 Cui uidelicet regi, in auspicium suscipiendae fidei et regni caelestis, potestas etiam terreni 
creuerat imperii, ita ut quod nemo Anglorum ante eum, omnes Brittaniae fines, qua uel ipsorum uel 
Brettonum prouinciae habitabant, sub dicione acciperet. HE II.9 (162-3). 
445 HE III.1 (212-4). 
446 HE II.20 (202). Bede was explicit about the erasure of this pagan interlude from the record: HE 
III.9 (240-1). 
447 Huius industria regis Derorum et Berniciorum prouinciae, quae eatenus abinuicem discordabant, 
in unam sunt pacem et uelut unum conpaginatae in populum. HE III.6 (230-1, trans. adapted). 
448 Idem ergo Osuald, mox ubi regnum suscepit, desiderans totam cui praeesse coepit gentem fidei 
Christianae gratia inbui… HE III.3 (218-9). 
449 HE II.20 (206). 
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calendar.450 Oswald’s own conversion and baptism, although the work of Irish Christians 
in the neighbouring kingdom of Dal Riata, were presented as part of the ongoing story of 
Northumbrian Christianity, and Oswald was presented as the “heir” of Edwin in matters 
religious as well as temporal: “Now Oswald was the nephew of Edwin through his sister 
Acha, and it was fitting that so great a predecessor should have so worthy a kinsman to 
inherit both his religion and his kingdom.”451 By grafting the Irish branch of Oswald onto 
the Roman root of Edwin, Bede was able to present the conversion of the Northumbrians 
as a single and continuous process with its ultimate origin in the Gregorian mission.452 
Bede thus presented the Northumbrians as a gens formed out of two smaller gentes, 
united politically but also by their joint conversion. 

East Angles 
The formation of a single gens out of a northern and southern people through collective 
conversion also applied to the East Angles. Bede’s account of the conversion of the East 
Angles is less detailed than that of the Northumbrians.453 Nevertheless, he devoted four 
chapters to it, first giving a précis of the conversion of the kingdom in Book Two, and then 
treating more fully the early history of the East Anglian church in Book Three.454 The first 
introduction of Christianity into the kingdom of the East Angles, according to Bede, was 
achieved by the church of Kent, where Rædwald was “initiated into the mysteries of the 
Christian faith” (sacramentis Christianae fidei inbutus est).455 Rædwald, however, took a 
syncretistic approach to his new religion, placing two altars – one to the Christian God 
and one to his old gods – in the same sanctuary upon his return home. The next attempt 

 
450 HE III.25 (296). 
451 Erat autem nepos Eduini regis ex sorore Acha, dignumque fuit, ut tantus praecessor talem 
haberet de sua consanguinitate et religionis heredem et regni. HE III.6 (230-1). 
452 Bede’s contemporary Adomnán of Iona presented the conversion of the Northumbrians rather 
differently, ascribing the conversion of Oswald’s people to Oswald’s vision of St Columba, a story he 
placed prominently at the beginning of his Life of St Columba. See above (Introduction). Richard 
Sharpe has suggested that Adomnán expected a Northumbrian audience for his work: Sharpe, Life 
of St Columba, 250. On the influence of the Columban on the Northumbrian church, see Martin 
Grimmer, “Columban Christian influence in Northumbria, before and after Whitby,” Journal of the 
Australian early medieval association 4 (2008): 99-123; Corning, Celtic and Roman Traditions, 112-
129. 
453 Bede was dependent on Albinus and Nothelm for his information about the East Anglian church, 
while in the case of Northumbria he was able to draw on a much wider array of sources with local 
knowledge. HE Preface (4-7). 
454 HE II.15 (188-90), III.18-20 (266-78). 
455 HE II.15 (190). 
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at the conversion of the East Angles was undertaken by Edwin of Northumbria, who 
convinced Rædwald’s son Eorpwald to receive baptism. However, Eorpwald was soon 
killed and the conversion of his people ground to a halt. Finally, three years later, 
Eorpwald’s brother Sigeberht gained the throne,  

… a man who was in everything most Christian and most learned, who while his 
brother lived had been an exile in Gaul, where he had been initiated into the 
mysteries of the Christian faith. As soon as he began to reign he made it his 
business to see that the whole province shared his faith.456  

Sigeberht’s bishop was Felix, a Burgundian, who was approved by Honorius of 
Canterbury before taking up the work of evangelizing the East Angles. Felix, at last, “freed 
the whole of this province from long-lasting evil and unhappiness, brought it to the faith 
and to the works of righteousness and bestowed on it the gift of everlasting felicity.”457 
Sigeric and Felix then established a school “after the manner of the people of Kent” (iuxta 
morem Cantuariorum).458 
 
Sigeric’s personal devotion was so great that he eventually abdicated to enter a monastery. 
It is at this point in the narrative that we learn Sigeric had been co-ruling with his kinsman 
Ecgric as his sub-king over a portion of the kingdom; upon Sigeric’s abdication, Ecgric 
became the king of the East Angles as a whole.459 That the East Angles could once be 
divided into two peoples, the ‘north folk’ and the ‘south folk’, is still apparent from the 
names of Norfolk and Suffolk today.460 In a recent essay, Tom Williamson has argued that 
Anglo-Saxon East Anglia was a “kingdom of two halves” whose northern and southern 
parts were distinct cultural and economic zones, the former oriented northwards to the 
Scandinavian world across the North Sea, and the latter southwards to Essex and Kent, 

 
456 … uir per omnia Christianissimus ac doctissimus, qui uiuente adhuc fratre, cum exularet in 
Gallia, fidei sacramentis inbutus est, quorum participem, mox ubi regnare coepit, totam suam 
prouinciam facere curauit. HE II.15 (190-1, trans. adapted). 
457 Siquidem totam illam prouinciam … a longa iniquitate atque infelicitate liberatam ad fidem et 
opera iustitiae ad perpetuae felicitas dona perduxit… HE II.15 (190-1, trans. adapted). 
458 HE III.18 (268, my trans). 
459 HE III.18 (268-9). 
460 Christopher Scull notes there is “evidence for administrative subdivisions, or for smaller 
constituent groupings under East Anglian hegemony… the division between Norfolk and Suffolk, 
although not recorded until the eleventh century, may … reflect such arrangements.” Christopher 
Scull, “Before Sutton Hoo: Structures of Power and Society in Early East Anglia,” in The Age of 
Sutton Hoo: The Seventh Century in North-Western Europe, ed. Martin Carver (Woodbridge: 
Boydell Press, 1992), 3-23, at 6. 
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and across the channel to Francia.461 Bede did not mention this north-south divide in his 
History, although he did record that eventually two bishops were appointed to oversee 
the East Anglian church (sometime after 673).462 As Barbara Yorke has commented, “[i]t is 
possible that in the provision of the two sees Theodore was following a political division of 
much older origin, as Augustine did in Kent when he formed the two dioceses of 
Rochester and Canterbury.”463 Yorke also points out that Bede mentions both Æthelhere 
and Æthelwald as brothers and successors of King Anna of the East Angles (d. 654).464 She 
cautiously concludes that “Bede’s words … imply that the two brothers originally ruled 
together and so provide some further support for joint kingship and a subkingdom among 
the East Angles.”465 Thus while Bede himself provided some of the clues that allow us to 
glimpse the distinct identities of the northern and the southern East Angles, Bede’s 
conversion narrative for this people presented them as a seamless whole. 

Middle Angles 
Both the Northumbrians and the East Angles, at the time of Bede’s writing, possessed 
their own kingdoms, although the East Angles had become subject to Mercian dominance 
by the middle of the seventh century.466 The final people whose conversion will be 
considered here probably never had an independent kingdom, and were ruled by a sub-
king at the time of their conversion: the Middle Angles. Bede’s conversion narrative was 
here confined to a single chapter.467 It begins: 

At this time the Middle Angles, that is the Angles of the Midlands, accepted the 
faith and the mysteries of the truth under their prince Peada, who was the son of 

 
461 Tom Williamson, “East Anglia’s Character and the ‘North Sea World’,” in East Anglia and its 
North Sea World in the Middle Ages, ed. David Bates and Robert Liddiard (Woodbridge: Boydell, 
2013), 44-62. 
462 HE IV.5 (352-4). 
463 Yorke, Kings and Kingdoms, 69. 
464 HE III.22 (284), III.24 (290). 
465 Yorke, Kings and Kingdoms, 69. 
466 David N. Dumville, “Essex, Middle Anglia and the Expansion of Mercia in the South-East 
Midlands,” in The Origins of the Anglo-Saxon Kingdoms, ed. Steven Bassett (London; New York: 
Leicester University Press, 1989), 123-140, at 132, reprinted in Britons and Anglo-Saxons 
(Aldershot: Variorum, 1993), no. IX. 
467 HE III.21 (278-80). 



118 
  

King Penda. He … had been placed by his father on the throne of the kingdom of 
this people.468 

The occasion for Peada’s conversion was his marriage to Alhflæd, daughter of Oswiu of 
Northumbria. Oswiu’s son Alhfrith had earlier married Peada’s sister Cyneburh. Peada 
was “persuaded to accept the faith by Alhfrith … who was his brother-in-law and friend” 
(qui erat cognatus et amicus eius). He was baptized by Finan, the bishop of the 
Northumbrians, at a Northumbrian royal estate, and brought four priests back with him 
to the Middle Angles “to teach and baptize his people” (ad docendam baptizandamque 
gentem illius).  

After these priests had come with the prince into his province, they preached the 
Word and were listened to gladly, so that many, both nobles and commons, 
renounced the filth of idolatry and were washed in the fountain of the faith.”469 

Two years later, the death of Penda paved the way for the expansion of the institutional 
church into Mercia proper, and one of Peada’s four priests, Diuma, was made bishop “of 
the Middle Angles and the Mercians … since a shortage of bishops made it necessary for 
one bishop to be set over both nations.”470 
 
Although Bede described Diuma as serving the peoples of the Middle Angles and the 
Mercians, this should not be taken as a portrayal of the political organization of the 
Mercian kingdom in the years immediately following Penda’s death. Penda was killed 
fighting against Oswiu of Northumbria, whose rule thereby came to extend far south of 
the Humber and included “the Mercian people as well as the other southern provinces” 
(Merciorum genti, necnon et ceteris australium prouinciarum populis).471 Oswiu installed 
Peada as ruler not of the Middle Angles, but of the “South Mercians”, who were separated 
by the river Trent from the “North Mercians” (… donauit praefato Peada … regnum 
Australium Merciorum, qui sunt… discreti fluuio Treanta ab Aquilonaribus Mercis…).472 

 
468 His temporibus Middilengli, id est Mediterranei Angli, sub principe Peada filio Pendan regis 
fidem et sacramenta ueritatis perceperunt. Qui … praelatus est a patre regno gentis illius… HE 
III.21 (278-9, trans. adapted). 
469 Venientes ergo in prouinciam memorati sacerdotes cum principe praedicabant Verbum, et 
libenter auditi sunt, multique cotidie et nobelium et infimorum, abrenuntiata sorde idolatriae, fidei 
sunt fonte abluti. HE III.21 (280-1, trans. adapted). 
470 … factus est Diuma … episcopus Mediterraneorum Anglorum, simul et Merciorum… Paucitas 
enim sacerdotum cogebat unum antistitem duobus populis praefici. HE III.21 (280-1). 
471 HE III.24 (294, my trans.) 
472 HE III.24 (294). 
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Within two years of Penda’s death, Peada was also dead, and with his passing, if not 
before, the semi-independent kingdom of the Middle Angles probably came to an end. 
Indeed, there may never have been a kingdom of the Middle Angles except for during 
Peada’s short reign (655-656/7).473 The Middle Angles may, as some scholars have argued, 
owe their origins to Mercian expansion and administrative organization, which brought 
together the multiplicity of smaller peoples or tribes.474 On the other hand, archaeological 
evidence suggests that the Middle Anglian region’s material culture had some distinctive 
elements in the sixth century, and John Hines, noting that “[t]he potential of material 
culture to develop and express ethno-cultural allegiance is always there,” tentatively 
suggests “that this sixth-century entity existed as an economic, a social, and an ideological 
unit in contemporary life and thought.”475 This would square well with Bede’s treatment 
of the Middle Angles as a gens unto themselves, before the installation of Peada. But even 
within Bede’s own framework, the Middle Angles were a comparatively newly formed 
people: he defined them, as we have seen above, as “the Angles of the Midlands” 
(Mediterranei Angli), which meant that their existence as a collective distinct from the 
other Angles could only be as old as their occupation of that territory: within Bede’s 
chronology, this had begun no more than two centuries prior to their conversion.476 
 
For Bede, however, the Middle Angles’ relatively recent origins and lack of a kingdom was 
less important than their collective conversion. He was careful to distinguish the Middle 
Angles from the rest of the Mercian kingdom throughout the rest of his Ecclesiastical 
History. His accounts of the succession of bishops in Mercia in III.24 and IV.3 indicate 
that they exercised episcopal oversight over three peoples: the Mercians, the people of 
Lindsey, and the Middle Angles.477 During the episcopate of Seaxwulf, Lindsey received 
its own bishop, but Seaxwulf remained “at the same time bishop of the Mercians and the 
Middle Angles” (Merciorum et Mediterraneorum Anglorum simul episcopus).478 Still later, 
Wilfrid was found “acting as bishop of the Middle Angles” (Mediterraneorum Anglorum 

 
473 Dumville, “Essex, Middle Anglia,” 13-16; Wendy Davies, “Middle Anglia and the Middle Angles,” 
Midland History 2, no. 1 (1973): 18-20. 
474 H.E. Walker, “Bede and the Gewissae,” Cambridge Historical Journal 12, no. 2 (1956): 174-86, at 
176-7. 
475 John Hines, “The Anglo-Saxon Archaeology of the Cambridgeshire Region and the Middle 
Anglian Kingdom,” ASSAH 10 (1999): 135-149, at 141, 143-4. 
476 Bede placed the arrival of the Angli in Britain in the mid-fifth century. HE V.24 (562). 
477 HE III.24 (292); HE IV.3 (346). 
478 HE IV.12 (370-1). 
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episcopatum gerebat), while he was in exile from his original bishopric in Northumbria.479 
A permanent bishopric for the Middle Angles was, however, never established in Bede’s 
times.480 That the Middle Angles wanted for a bishop clearly did not detract, in Bede’s 
view, from their existence as an independent gens from the Mercians. 
 
These three examples show how narratives of collective conversion could be used to (re-) 
draw the ethnic map of Anglo-Saxon England. These narratives could emphasize the 
unity of a larger whole at the expense of the distinctiveness of their smaller constituent 
communities. Or they could emphasize the independence of a smaller community from its 
neighbours, even if both communities were politically united and believed to ultimately 
share a common origin. Because separate conversion could foster independent identities 
even in the face of political absorption, not all of Bede’s gentes corresponded to a 
kingdom. Even though kings were almost always instrumental to the conversion of their 
peoples, the example of the Middle Angles shows that the gens could outlive the kingdom, 
fossilizing something of the political realities of the moment of conversion. And, if secular 
polities were not determinative for Bede’s gentes, neither were ecclesiastical polities: 
gentes did not always have their own bishop.481 The preceding chapter emphasized that 
gentes, as kinship communities, were understood as stretchy, and that Anglo-Saxon 
authors showed themselves open to the possibility of multiple gentes nesting within or 
overlapping with one another. Bede’s conversion narratives necessarily reduced this 
complexity, by taking certain gentes and not others as their subjects. As Andrea Sterk 
comments, “Christian historians crafted or reshaped accounts of mission with their own 
particular details and emphases to pass on their own particular perspectives on mission 
and conversion.”482 From these examples, it becomes clear that Bede’s particular 
perspective on mission and conversion was one in which gentes mattered. Equally, 
however, they show that Bede’s perspective on gentes was one in which conversion 
mattered. 
 

 
479 HE IV.23 (410-11). 
480 Bishop Torthelm of Leicester was appointed in 737 as the first bishop to serve the Middle Angles 
solely.  D.P. Kirby, “The Saxon Bishops of Leicester, Lindsey (Syddensis) and Dorchester,” 
Transactions of the Leicestershire Archaeological and Historical Society 41 (1965-66): 1-8, at 3. 
481 Exactly what Bede’s ideas were about the correspondence between gentes and bishoprics will be 
more fully explored in Chapter 5. 
482 Andrea Sterk, “Representing Mission from Below: Historians as Interpreters and Agents of 
Christianization,” Church History 79, no. 2 (2010): 271–304, at 304. 
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Conclusion 
This chapter has demonstrated that early Anglo-Saxon authors understood conversion as 
something that was undergone by gentes. It did so by, first, providing specific examples of 
Anglo-Saxon texts (in addition to those mentioned in Chapter One) that treated 
conversion in this way, and, second, setting forth the theological framework within which 
these expressions made sense. Two aspects of this theological framework received special 
attention. Firstly, drawing on recent work on gentes in late antique exegesis, this chapter 
showed how this exegetical tradition was taken up in early Anglo-Saxon England, so that 
biblical references to gentes could be read as references to the gentes known in the early 
medieval world. Secondly, by examining the assumptions surrounding the meaning of 
conversion and especially baptism as the key ritual expression of conversion, the chapter 
showed how conversion could be understood in early Anglo-Saxon England as something 
public and collective. 
 
In showing that conversion was thought of as something undergone by gentes, this 
chapter also showed that Anglo-Saxon authors thought of gentes as communities that 
could undergo conversion: gentes moved collectively from a pagan past, through 
conversion, into a Christian present, and towards a celestial future. I have argued that 
Christian gentes, as converted communities, were therefore imagined as ecclesiastical 
communities – parts of the church, but also churches themselves. Conversion narratives 
thus allowed Christian Anglo-Saxons to insert their ethnic communities into the gap in 
the Biblical narrative between the accounts of the first ages (Noah, Babel, Pentecost) and 
the last (Apocalypse), by charting the providential history not only of the gentes in 
general, but of their own specific gens on the edge of the world. At the same time, ideas 
about the collective conversion of gentes enabled early Anglo-Saxon theologians to project 
order outwards, and to understand not only their own gens but also the rest of the world 
within a larger framework of salvation history. The gens thereby offered a mediating 
category between the universal church, almost too large to take in, and the complex 
multiplicity of local churches. 
 
The ability of Anglo-Saxon authors to imagine gentes as communities of conversion lent 
particular potency to narratives of conversion as a means to construct and communicate 
ethnic maps. From among the myriad possible configurations of kin-groups into gentes, 
conversion narratives selectively emphasized some over others. While this was true of any 
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narrative that centred on or ascribed collective agency to a gens, this chapter has 
suggested that conversion narratives were particularly powerful because of the theological 
implications attached to them. Conversions were the realm of divine predestination and 
carried with them the promise of an eternal future. The story of the collective conversion 
of the Angli thus prompted historiographical, theological, literary, liturgical and artistic 
efforts to cultivate and celebrate the idea of an ecclesia Anglorum – even if early Anglo-
Saxon authors did not always agree on its boundaries or where its centre of gravity should 
lie.483 
 
One element that has emerged from this chapter’s study of Anglo-Saxon ideas about 
conversion is the importance of the missionary or apostle to whom the conversion of the 
gens was ascribed. The apostle stood at the cradle of the new ecclesia as it was formed by 
conversion, and would be present again with “his” gens at world’s end. While Anglo-
Saxon authors could and did write of gentes converting, just as often they wrote of gentes 
being converted. The active agent was thus not always the gens itself, but rather the 
missionary hero, acting on behalf of God. It is to the apostle as a central figure in the life of 
the gens that we turn in the following chapter. 
  

 
483 Thacker, “Bede’s idea of the English” argues that Bede’s own ideas changed over the course of his 
life, his focus shifting from Canterbury to Northumbria. Thacker further argues that Mercia was 
always peripheral, in Bede’s view, to the ecclesia Anglorum, but this view does not seem to have 
been shared by e.g. Boniface. 
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Chapter 3 – The people as apostolic 
community: Gregory the Great as apostle of 
the Angli 
 
 

Introduction: peoples and their apostles  
In the previous chapter, I argued that conversion narratives offered Anglo-Saxons a 
means of connecting particular gentes to the overarching narrative of salvation history, 
selectively and powerfully reinforcing the ability of these communities to imagine 
themselves as gentes by casting them simultaneously as ecclesiae. Converted peoples 
entered into a new narrative, and in so doing acquired new heroes. The heroes of this new 
narrative included the missionaries who had brought about their conversion and so 
initiated their gens into the Church. We have already seen, in Chapter 2, some examples of 
how Anglo-Saxon writers sought to identify who was responsible for the conversion of 
which people, and would therefore be given the honour of presenting their gens for 
judgment at the apocalypse. For many in Anglo-Saxon England, the undisputed claim to 
this honour in relation to the gens Anglorum was Pope Gregory I, who came to be 
venerated as the “apostle of the English”. In this chapter, I will argue that venerating 
Gregory in this way served to strengthen the imagined community of the gens Anglorum, 
in part precisely because to do so presupposed the existence of that gens and the spiritual 
significance of belonging to it. However, it will also become clear that the vision of the 
gens Anglorum that underpinned the cult of Gregory was not universally shared in Anglo-
Saxon England. 
 
The history of the veneration of Gregory in the Anglo-Saxon kingdoms has been the 
subject of several thorough studies, which have shown, among other things, how 
instrumental the Anglo-Saxon church was in developing and spreading Gregory’s cult in 
early medieval Europe.484 Likewise, the importance of Gregory and his cult for Anglo-

 
484 Alan Thacker, “Memorializing Gregory the Great: The Origin and Transmission of a Papal Cult 
in the Seventh and Early Eighth Centuries,” Early Medieval Europe 7, no. 1 (1998): 59–84. See also 
Kate Rambridge, “Doctor Noster Sanctus: The Northumbrians and Pope Gregory,” in Rome and 
the North: The Early Reception of Gregory the Great in Germanic Europe, ed. Rolf H. Bremmer, 
David F. Johnson, and Cornelis Dekker (Leuven: Peeters, 2001), 1–26; Douglas Dales, “‘Apostle of 
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Saxon Christian culture has also been explored from various angles, focusing for instance 
on the adoption of Gregory’s designation “Angli”  for all the (believed-to-be) Germanic 
inhabitants of Britain.485  Gregory’s status as apostle, however, has attracted less 
attention.486 In 1971, Hans Ulrich Rudolf’s book Apostoli Gentium devoted considerable 
attention to Gregory as the among the earliest examples of the use of the title of apostle in 
combination with an ethnonym, to denote a person responsible for the conversion of a 
new people to Christianity.487 This was a new use of the term apostle, which was only just 
developing in the seventh and eighth centuries: previously, “apostle” had meant only 
those sent out by Christ himself in the New Testament narrative. In the early Middle Ages 
this changed. From around 700 or maybe even somewhat before, Patrick was promoted as 
“first apostle” or “chief apostle” of Ireland (prim-abstal Herenn).488 As Jean-Michel Picard 
has recently shown, the case for his apostolicity rested in part on an innovative use of the 
existing theme of the vir apostolicus (apostolic man), which had been coined in the early 
church to refer to founders who could boast a direct link to the apostles. In the hands of 
Irish promoters of Patrick’s cult, this title was reinterpreted: Patrick’s apostolicity was 
“not based on historical arguments … but on the nature of the saint’s apostolic 
mission…”489 Apostolicity still meant association with the apostles, but not simply 

 
the English’: Anglo-Saxon Perceptions of St Gregory the Great,” in L’ereditá spirituale di Gregorio 
Magno tra Occidente e Oriente: Atti del simposio internazionale “Gregorio Magno 604-2004” Roma, 
ed. Guido Innocenzo Gargano (Verona: Gabrielli Editori, 2005), 293–306; Anton Scharer, “The 
Gregorian Tradition in Early England,” in St Augustine and the Conversion of England, ed. Richard 
Gameson (Stroud: Sutton, 1999), 187-201. 
485 Wormald, “Bede, the bretwaldas and the origins of the gens Anglorum”; Anton Scharer, “Rolle 
der Kirche,” Alan Thacker, “Peculiaris Patronus Noster: The Saint as Patron of the State in the 
Early Middle Ages,” in The Medieval State: Essays Presented to James Campbell, ed. John Robert 
Maddicott and D.M. Palliser (London; Rio Grande: Hambledon Press, 2000), 1-24. 
486 But see Paul Hayward, “Gregory the Great as ‘Apostle of the English’ in Post-Conquest 
Canterbury,” JEH 55, no. 1 (2004): 19-57, esp. 23-36; Dailey, “The Vita Gregorii and Ethnogenesis,” 
198–99. 
487 Hans Ulrich Rudolf, Apostoli gentium: Studien zum Apostelepitheton unter besonderer 
Berücksichtigung des Winfried-Bonifatius und seiner Apostelbeinamen, Göppinger akademische 
Beiträge 42 (Göppingen: Kümmerle, 1971). 
488 J.H. Bernard and R. Atkinson, eds., The Irish ‘Liber hymnorum’. Edited from the mss., with 
translations, notes and glossary. Vol. I: Text and introduction, Henry Bradshaw Society 13 
(London: Henry Bradshaw Society, 1898), 105-6; J.H. Bernard, and R. Atkinson, trans., The Irish 
‘Liber hymnorum’. Edited from the mss., with translations, notes and glossary. Vol. II: 
Translations and notes, Henry Bradshaw Society 14 (London: Henry Bradshaw Society, 1898), 36. 
489 Jean-Michel Picard, “Vir Apostolicus: St Peter and the Claim of Apostolicity in Early Medieval 
Ireland,” in Early Medieval Ireland and Europe: Chronology, Contacts, Scholarship: Festschrift for 
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through personal connection (though that was still important), but also (and primarily) 
through similarity of life and mission (including working similar miracles). More 
specifically, as Rudolf showed, being an “apostolic man” or “apostle” came to be 
associated with the establishment of the Church among a new people. 
 
Yet Rudolf’s interest was in tracing the developments of the formula, and he did not dwell 
on what it might have meant to the Anglo-Saxons themselves to call Gregory their 
apostle. Already some twenty-five years ago, Jürgen Petersohn noted that, given the close 
connection between the ideas “apostle” and “people”, the use of apostolic epithets in the 
Middle Ages should surely be able to shed light on the development of ethnic or national 
consciousness. However, no systematic study of this topic had been undertaken.490 A 
recent article by Patrick Wadden traces the development of the idea that Patrick was the 
apostle of the Irish in connection with expressions of Irish ethnic identity.491 Wadden 
shows how “a dossier of seventh-century hagiographical texts” produced at the 
instigation of Armagh sought to portray Patrick as the one responsible for the conversion 
of the people of Ireland, and the founder of an archiepiscopal see that inherited his 
authority.492 “The rapid spread of Patrick’s cult, propelled by Armagh,” he argues, 
“promoted also the concept of Irish national identity.”493 Wadden identifies several ways 
in which the relationship between Patrick and the Irish parallels that between Gregory 
and the English, with further parallels between the roles played by Canterbury and 
Armagh in the promotion of their respective apostles.494 This chapter will show how the 
gens as a category helped to shape the Anglo-Saxon church, by providing the basis for 
promoting Gregory as the apostle of the English gens, and thus imbuing Gregory’s vision 
of who the Angli were meant to be with special authority. 
 

 
Dáibhí Ó Cróinin, ed. Pádraic Moran and Immo Warntjes, Studia Traditionis Theologiae 14 
(Turnhout: Brepols, 2015), 425-440, at 431. 
490 Jürgen Petersohn, “Kaisertum und Kultakt in der Stauferzeit,” in Politik und Heiligenverehrung 
im Hochmittelalter, ed. Jürgen Petersohn, Vorträge und Forschungen 42 (Sigmaringen: Thorbecke, 
1994), 101-146, at 101 n. 2; see also Jürgen Petersohn, "Politik und Heiligenverehrung im 
Hochmittelalter. Ergebnisse und Desiderate," in Politik und Heiligenverehrung im 
Hochmittelalter, ed. Jürgen Petersohn, Vorträge und Forschungen 42 (Sigmaringen: Thorbecke, 
1994), 597-609, at 603–4. 
491 Wadden, “Church, Apostle and Nation in Early Ireland.” 
492 Wadden, “Church, Apostle and Nation in Early Ireland,” 157-9. 
493 Wadden, “Church, Apostle and Nation in Early Ireland,” 159. 
494 Wadden, “Church, Apostle and Nation in Early Ireland,” 150-53, 157, 159. 
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Gregory: teacher, father, apostle 
That the English venerated Gregory as their apostle is well attested in sources from across 
Anglo-Saxon England. Perhaps the best-known instance where Gregory is given this 
epithet is Bede’s Ecclesiastical History. In his biography of Gregory, placed conspicuously 
at the beginning of the second book, Bede wrote that “we can and must rightly call him 
our apostle because ... he made our people ... into a church of Christ...” He continued, 
quoting Scripture (1 Corinthians 9:2), “... we are the sign of his apostleship in the 
Lord.”495 Bede thus likened Gregory to the Apostle Paul, the author of the quoted epistle, 
and made the relationship between the Paul and the Corinthians analogous to that 
between Gregory and the English people and church. The Ecclesiastical History was 
composed towards the end of Bede’s life, but Bede had already called Gregory “nostrae 
gentis apostolus” (“the apostle of our people”) more than fifteen years earlier, in the 
prologue to his commentary on Luke, showing a consistency of his use of the theme across 
the years and across genres.496 Still earlier, around 700, the anonymous Whitby Life of 
Gregory called him “our apostolic saint” (apostolicum nostrum sanctum Gregorium)497 
and, as we have seen in Chapter 2 above, described him leading the English before the 
Lord on Judgment Day, just as the other apostles would each bring their own peoples: 

… when all the Apostles bring their own peoples (provinciae) with them and each 
individual teacher brings his own race (gens), he will bring us – that is, the 
English people – instructed by him through God’s grace; and we believe this to 
be all the more wonderful because, though absent in body yet present in spirit, 
through his apostolic powers he bravely entered the house of the strong man 
whom Christ had bound, taking as spoil those goods, that is, ourselves…498 

 
495 … quem recte nostrum appellare possumus et debemus apostolum. Quia … nostram gentem … 
Christi fecit ecclesiam, … nam signaculum apostolatus eius nos sumus in Domino. HE II.1 (124, my 
trans.). 
496 Hurst, ed., Bedae Venerabilis … Opera Exegetica 3, 7. On this commentary and its relation to a 
series of homilies on Luke, also by Bede, see Eric Jay Del Giacco, “Exegesis and Sermon: A 
Comparison of Bede's Commentary and Homilies on Luke,” Medieval Sermon Studies 50, no. 1 
(2006): 9-29. 
497 VGr 5 (82). 
498 … quando omnes apostoli, suas secum provincias ducentes Domino in die iudicii ostendent, atque 
singuli gentium doctores, nos ille, id est gentem Anglorum, eo miratius per se gratia Dei credimus 
edoctam adducere, quo eam corpore absens sed tantum spiritu presens, apostolica divinitus 
potestate eius audacter, fortis nimirum viri eius quem Christus alligavit domum ingrediens, vasa 
eius quę nos fuimus… diripiebat. VGr 6 (82-3). 
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Elsewhere the Whitby author called Gregory “our master” (noster magister) and “our 
blessed apostolic Gregory” (beatus noster apostolicus Gregorius).499 Several 
commentators on the work have noted that claiming Gregory as apostle to the English is 
among its primary aims.500 Another late seventh or early eighth century voice from 
Northumbria is the “Northumbrian Disciple” (Discipulus Humbrensium), who authored 
the text now most commonly known as the Penitential of Theodore.501 Like Bede and the 
anonymous of Whitby, the Disciple referred to Gregory as “our apostle” (Gregorium 
apostolum nostrum).502 The work was addressed to “all English catholics, especially 
physicians of souls” (uniuersis Anglorum catholicis, proprie animarum medicis), and 
claimed to be based on the teaching of Theodore of Canterbury, although it also 
incorporated other influences. The author may have been trained at York.503  
 
These three early Northern perspectives are complemented by several roughly 
contemporary Southern ones. Aldhelm, in his prose On Virginity, said of Gregory that he 
was “our teacher; ours I say, who removed the error of filthy heathenism from our parents 
and handed over the rule of regenerating grace.”504 Elsewhere, Aldhelm wrote of him: “In 
the number of his pupils we are gathered together rejoicing, whom fertile Britain bears in 
its bosom as citizens; it is from him that the grace of baptism flowed to us, and from him a 
venerable throng of teachers hastened (to us).”505 Similarly, Boniface called Gregory “our 
father” (pater noster) and said it was he who had “converted to the English people to the 

 
499 VGr prologue (72-3), 30 (134-5). 
500  See Dailey, “The Vita Gregorii and Ethnogenesis,” with the works cited at 198 n. 19. 
501 Discussed in Thomas Charles-Edwards, “The penitential of Theodore and the Iudicia 
Theodori,” in Archbishop Theodore: Commemorative Studies on his Life and Influence, ed. 
Michael Lapidge (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 1995), 141-74. 
502 Finsterwalder, ed., Canones Theodori, 287. 
503 Charles-Edwards, “Penitential of Theodore”, 141-2, n. 4. 
504 Gregorius, peruigil pastor et pedagogus noster –  noster inquam, qui nostris parentibus errorem 
tetrae gentilitatis abstulit et regenerantis gratiae normam tradidit. Aldhelm, PV 55 (719). Cited here 
as translated by Hayward, “Gregory the Great as ‘Apostle of the English’ in Post-Conquest 
Canterbury,” 26-7. Lapidge and Herren translate as: “Gregory, the watchful shepherd and our 
teacher – ‘our’, I say, (because it was he) who took away from our forebears the error of abominable 
paganism and granted them the rule of regenerative grace.” Lapidge and Herren, 125. Cf. Aldhelm, 
PV 42 (597): praeceptor et pedagogus noster Gregorius, “our teacher and instructor St Gregory”, 
trans. Lapidge and Herren, 108; Aldhelm, PV 13 (157): Gregorius, sedis apostolicae praesul, a quo 
rudimenta fidei et baptismi sacramenta suscepimus, “Gregory, pontiff of the apostolic see, from 
whom we (English) took the rudiments of faith and the sacraments of baptism”, trans. Lapidge and 
Herren, 70. 
505 Aldhelm, 390; trans. Lapidge and Rosier, 122. 
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true God” (gentem Anglorum ad Deum verum convertit) by sending them their first 
preachers.506 After Boniface’s death (754), Cuthbert of Canterbury wrote to Lull, 
Boniface’s successor as archbishop of Mainz, that, alongside Gregory and Augustine, 
Boniface was now also to be venerated in the English church as “our patron” (patronus).507 
Earlier, Cuthbert had been involved in the promulgation of the canons of the council of 
Clofesho of 747, which described Gregory as “our father” and instructed all churches and 
monasteries to observe his feast day, together with that of Augustine, whose name was to 
be included in the Litany after that of Gregory.508 While affirming Gregory’s special status 
as father and patron, these sources associated with Cuthbert thus attempted to place 
others, particularly Augustine of Canterbury, alongside Gregory as of equal importance. 
A later document showing Canterbury influence is the proceedings of the Council of 
Clofesho in the year 803 (S1431a). This text affirmed the archiepiscopal rights of the 
bishop of Canterbury, and did so with an appeal to Gregory’s authority, as “the apostle 
and teacher of our people” (iuxta quod sanctus Gregorius nostræ gentis apostolus et 
magister conposuit).509 The proceedings were signed by twelve Anglo-Saxon bishops, all 
belonging to the southern province: Æthelheard of Canterbury, Ealdwulf of Lichfield, 
Werenberht of Leicester, Ealhheard of Elmham, Wigberht of Sherborne, Ealhmund of 
Winchester, Osmund of London, Eadwulf of Lindsey, Deneberht of Worcester, Wihthun 
of Selsey, Tidfrith of Dunwich, and Wulfheard of Hereford (in that order). 
 
By the ninth century, the notion that Gregory was the apostle of the English was 
sufficiently widespread to be known also among continental writers. Paul the Deacon’s 
Life of Gregory adopted the claim that Gregory was the apostle of the English from his 
Anglo-Saxon sources, which included Bede’s Ecclesiastical History and the Whitby Life 
of Gregory. He wrote: 

In order that Gregory might truly be called an apostle by the peoples of the Angli 
the divine goodness enabled him to promote this work. For even if he does not 

 
506 Tangl 33 (57-8), 73 (152). The letters are addressed to Nothelm of Canterbury and Æthelbald of 
Mercia, respectively.   
507 … quem specialiter nobis cum beato Gregorio et Augustino et patronum quaerimus et 
indubitanter habere credimus coram Christo domino…” Tangl 111 (240). 
508 HS, 368 (canon 17); Cubitt, Church Councils, 143-4, 151, 242, 266-7. 
509 BCS 310; EHD 210. The manuscript (London, British Library, Cotton Augustus ii.61) is 
reproduced in Claire Breay and Joanna Story, eds., Anglo-Saxon Kingdoms: Art, Word, War 
(London: British Library, 2018), 148-9 (catalogue entry 44). 
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seem to everyone to be an apostle, nevertheless to them he is, for they are the sign 
of his apostolate in the Lord.510 

If Paul was writing, as is commonly supposed, c. 775, this was before the period in which 
both he and Alcuin were drawn into the circle of scholars around Charlemagne.511 Alcuin 
may, however, have been the source for some of the information in the Life of Alcuin, 
composed at Ferrières in the 820s, which also speaks of Gregory as the “apostle of the 
English” (Anglorum apostolo Gregorio).512 At Lyon, too, Gregory was commemorated as 
“teacher and apostle of the English” (doctoris et apostoli Anglorum), as shown by the 
recension of Bede’s martyrology made there in the early ninth century.513 A special 
relationship between Gregory and the English people was thus recognized among Anglo-
Saxons across Britain by the beginning of the eighth century (from Aldhelm in the south-
west to Bede in the north-east), and still further afield by the century’s end. This 
relationship continued to be affirmed throughout the rest of the Anglo-Saxon period. 
Although it appears that Northern writers were more likely than Southern ones to use the 

 
510 Quod totum ut fieret, ita eidem beato Gregorio gratia divina concessit, ut merito ab Anglorum 
populis debeat apostolus appellari: quia etsi aliis non est apostolus, sed tamen illis est; nam 
signaculum apostolatus ejus ipsi sunt in Domino. Paul the Deacon, Sancti Gregorii Vita, PL 75, col. 
52. Trans. adapted from Mary Emmanuel Jones, “The Life of Saint Gregory the Great. Vita Sancti 
Gregorii Magni by Paul the Deacon: A Translation and Commentary,” MA Thesis, Creighton 
University (1951), 27. 
511 Paul joined the Carolingian court in 782: Donald A. Bullough, “Ethnic History and the 
Carolingians: An alternative reading of Paul the Deacon's Historia Langobardorum,” in The 
Inheritance of Historiography, 350-900, ed. Christopher J. Holdsworth and Timothy Peter 
Wiseman (Exeter: Exeter University Press, 1986), 85-105, reprinted in Carolingian Renewal: 
Sources and Heritage (Manchester: Manchester University Press, 1991), 97-122, at 99. On Paul’s life, 
see Christopher Heath, The Narrative Worlds of Paul the Deacon: Between Empires and Identities 
in Lombard Italy (Amsterdam: Amsterdam University Press, 2017), 24-33. 
512  Wilhelm Arndt, ed., Vita Alcuini, MGH Scriptores 15.1 (Hannover: Hahn, 1887), 182-197, at 186 
(ch. 4).  A new edition appeared recently: C. Veyrard-Cosme, ed. and trans., La Vita beati Alcuini 
(IXe s.). Les inflexions d'un discours de sainteté: Introduction, édition et traduction annotée du 
texte d'après Reims, BM 1395 (K 784) (Turnhout: Brepols, 2017). For Alcuin as a source for this Life: 
Bullough, “Alcuin and the Kingdom of Heaven,” 161. 
513 J. Dubois and G. Renaud, eds., Edition pratique des martyrologes de Bède, de l'anonyme 
lyonnais et de Florus, IRHT, Bibliographies - colloques - travaux préparatoires (Paris: Éditions du 
Centre national de la recherche scientifique, 1976), 48. Accessed via LLT-A. This version of the 
martyrology was written by 806, and edited according to Paris, Bibliothèque nationale de France, 
lat. 3879. Lotte Kéry, Canonical Collections in the Early Middle Ages (ca. 400-1140): A 
Bibliographical Guide to the Manuscripts and Literature, History of Medieval Canon Law 
(Washington: Catholic University of America Press, 1999), 89, dates the manuscript to the mid-
ninth century. 
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language of apostleship, Gregory was widely venerated as a father, teacher and patron, 
and credited with the conversion of the gens Anglorum. 
 
This vision is most evident in Northumbrian sources and those connected with 
Canterbury.514 While bishops from the Midlands showed themselves willing to accept the 
identification of Gregory as the apostle of the English (as at Clofesho in 747 and 803), there 
is no evidence for active promotion of this idea in greater Mercia in the period under 
consideration. Perhaps this reflects local memories of a greater debt owed to insular 
traditions, rather than the church of Rome, for the shaping of Christianity in this 
region.515 Although an argument from silence must always be treated with caution, 
especially in the face of a dearth of source material from early eighth century Mercia, what 
little can be recovered from (later) surviving Mercian sources confirms the impression that 
ecclesiastical communities here had other commemorative priorities. Gregory is included 
among a number of other saints in a prayer from the Mercian manuscript London, British 
Library, Harley 6753, which was produced at the turn of the ninth century:516 

I ask Peter and Paul, Andrew and James, John and Thomas, Bartholomew and 
Matthew, Philip and James, Simon and Thaddeus, that they will help me on the 
Day of Judgment so that my joyful soul may look upon the purest divinity. I ask 

 
514 Aldhelm was trained at Canterbury; Boniface was trained at Nursling, where “the education he 
received was strongly indebted to Aldhelm.” Barbara Yorke, “The Insular Background to Boniface’s 
Continental Career,” in Bonifatius–Leben und Nachwirken. Die Gestaltung des christlichen Europa 
im Frühmittelalter, ed. Franz Josef Felten, Jörg Jarnut and Lutz E. von Padberg (Mainz: Gesellschaft 
für mittelrheinische Kirchengeschichte, 2007), 23-37, at 27. 
515 The first bishops of the Mercians, Diuma and Ceollach, were Irish: HE III.24 (292). Brooks has 
drawn attention to a reference in the Welsh poem Marwynadd Cynddylan to a raid of the Briton 
Morfael on Caer Lwytgoed, the old Roman town of Letocetum (now Wall, Staffordshire), possibly 
in the period 635-642. The poem states that Morfael did not spare the bishop or monks; Brooks 
noted that “it is difficult to understand the presence at Wall of a bishop and monks”, but suggested 
that if there really were clerics in the Mercian kingdom in the mid-seventh century, they were 
probably Irish monks from Oswald’s Northumbria. Nicholas Brooks, Anglo-Saxon Myths: State 
and Church, 400-1066 (London; Rio Grande: Hambledon Press, 2000), 76-7. On the British 
background of the churches of the Mercians and their western neighbours, see e.g. Bassett, “Church 
and Diocese in the West Midlands,”; Nicholas Brooks, “From British to English Christianity: 
Deconstructing Bede’s Interpretation of the Conversion,” in Conversion and Colonization in Anglo-
Saxon England, ed. Catherine E. Karkov and Nicholas Howe (Tempe: Arizona Center for Medieval 
and Renaissance Studies, 2006), 1-30. 
516 Michelle Brown, “Mercian Manuscripts? The ‘Tiberius’ Group and Its Historical Context,” in 
Mercia: An Anglo-Saxon Kingdom in Europe, ed. Michelle P. Brown and Carol A. Farr, Studies in 
the Early History of Europe (London: Continuum, 2001), 278-291, at 288. 
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John and Clement, Gregory and Benedict, Martin and Lawrence, Stephen and 
George, that they will help me always. All saints and martyrs, pray for me.517 

The composer of the prayer clearly considered Gregory important, but he is not identified 
as an apostle, teacher, or father for the gens Anglorum. The only early Latin hagiography 
to come from the Mercian cultural zone is the early eighth-century Life of Saint 
Guthlac.518 Gregory’s commentary on Job is quoted in the preface.519 But almost all 
manuscripts, including the earliest manuscript and at least one manuscript from each 
manuscript group, misattribute the words to Jerome.520 The mistake, which must be very 
early if not original, was corrected in only one twelfth- or thirteenth-century 
manuscript.521 While the point should not be pressed, perhaps the ability of the author 
and/or several copyists working in a Mercian milieu to confuse Gregory with another of 
the Latin church fathers is symptomatic of a lack of special interest in Gregory in these 
circles. 

Church dedications: distribution 
The distribution of textual references to Gregory’s apostleship aligns with the 
distribution of church dedications to him. Gregory dedications are not numerous in 
Anglo-Saxon England, but they are notable departures from the usual conservatism of 
early Anglo-Saxon dedications.522 Most of the church dedications that we know of from 

 
517 Petrum rogo et paulum andream et iacobum iohannem et thomam bartholomeum et matheum 
philippum et iacobum simonem et tatheum ut adiubant mihi in die iudicii ut lęta anima mea aspiciat 
purissimam diuinitatem. Rogo iohannem et clementem gregorium et benedictum martinum et 
laurentem stephanum et georgium ut adiubant mihi in omne tempore. Omnes sancti et martyres 
orate pro me.  A.B. Kuypers, ed., The Prayer Book of Aedeluald the Bishop, commonly called the 
Book of Cerne (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 1902), 127 (n), my translation. 
518 VSG. On Guthlac and Mercian cultural identity, see most recently Lindy Brady, Writing the 
Welsh Borderlands in Anglo-Saxon England, Artes Liberales (Manchester: Manchester University 
Press, 2017), 53-81, and below (Chapter 6). 
519 VSG praef. (60). 
520 The earliest manuscript is London, British Library, Royal 4 A xiv, which Colgrave dates to the 
late eighth or early ninth century. VSG p. 26, 61 n. 27, 174. 
521 Douai, Bibliothèque Marceline Desbordes-Valmore MS 852. The entry for this manuscript in the 
Catalogue Collectif de France can be found here: 
<https://ccfr.bnf.fr/portailccfr/jsp/index_view_direct_anonymous.jsp?record=eadcgm:EADC:D
06A14056> (accessed 15-02-2019). 
522 On the importation of Roman cults into Anglo-Saxon England, see Alan Thacker, “In Search of 
Saints: The English Church and the Cult of Roman Apostles and Martyrs in the Seventh and Eighth 
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early Anglo-Saxon England (seventh and eighth centuries) were to one or more of the 
apostles or to Mary.523 The next most common patrons were Martin and Michael: saints 
with broadly dispersed cults.524 The only local saints to whom churches are known to have 
been dedicated before the end of the eighth century are Alban (continuing a Romano-
British tradition), and Cuthbert and Oswald (jointly at Scythlescester).525 The early 
dedications to Gregory arguably also represent a local innovation: nowhere in the rest of 
Western Europe, including Rome, were there churches or chapels dedicated to Gregory in 
the seventh and eighth centuries.526 The Anglo-Saxon practice of dedicating chapels and 
churches to Gregory, even if they were secondary to those dedicated to the first apostles, 
is surely evidence of the great esteem in which their own apostle was held. In the earliest 
phase of Anglo-Saxon Christianity, we know of a chapel dedicated to Gregory in the north 
porticus of the monastery of SS Peter and Paul, Canterbury, and another porticus 
dedicated to Gregory in the cathedral of St Peter at York; both were in existence by Bede’s 

 
Centuries,” in Early Medieval Rome and the Christian West: Essays in Honour of Donald A. 
Bullough, ed. Julia M.H. Smith (Leiden: Brill, 2000), 247-78. 
523 Wilhelm Levison, England and the Continent in the Eighth Century: The Ford Lectures 
Delivered in the University of Oxford in the Hilary Term, 1943 (Oxford: Clarendon, 1946), 259-65.  
Mary was often chosen as the patron of a second church. See Gittos, Liturgy, Architecture, and 
Sacred Places, 111-12. On the cult of Mary in Anglo-Saxon England more generally, see Mary 
Clayton, The Cult of the Virgin Mary in Anglo-Saxon England, CSASE 2 (Cambridge: Cambridge 
University Press, 1990). 
524 On the cult of Martin in early medieval Britain, see Juliet Mullins, “Trouble at the White House: 
Anglo-Irish Relations and the Cult of St Martin,” in Anglo-Saxon/Irish Relations Before the 
Vikings, ed. James Graham-Campbell and Michael Ryan (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 2009), 
113-127. On Michael, see Richard F. Johnson, “Feasts of Saint Michael the Archangel in the Liturgy 
of the Early Anglo-Saxon Church: Evidence from the Eighth and Ninth Centuries,” Leeds Studies 
in English, new series, 31 (2000), 55-79. 
525 Levison, England and the Continent, 259-65. On the cult of Alban in Anglo-Saxon England, see 
Paul Antony Hayward, “The cult of St. Alban, Anglorum Protomartyr, in Anglo-Saxon and Anglo-
Norman England,” in More than a memory: the discourse of martyrdom and the construction of 
Christian identity in the history of Christianity, ed. Johan Leemans (Leuven: Peeters, 2005), 169-99; 
M.D. Laynesmith, “Translating St Alban: Romano-British, Merovingian and Anglo-Saxon Cults,” 
SCH 53 (2017): 51-70. There may be other early dedications to local saints which lack contemporary 
documentary evidence. See e.g. Eric Cambridge, “Archaeology and the cult of St Oswald,” in 
Oswald: From Northumbrian King to European Saint, ed. Clare Stancliffe and Eric Cambridge 
(Stamford: Watkins, 1995), 128-163, at 129-30, 160, who argues from place-name evidence for 
additional eighth-century Oswald dedications. 
526 A chapel was dedicated to Gregory at St Peter’s, Rome, on the occasion of his translation into the 
church by his successor Gregory IV (see below). This is the earliest evidence I have been able to find 
of a church or chapel dedicated to Gregory outside Anglo-Saxon England. 
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time, although the former in particular may be considerably earlier.527 There was also an 
altar dedicated to Gregory in the church of St Peter at Whitby when the Life of Gregory 
was written.528 Although thin, the earliest evidence for Gregory dedications is, just as are 
the textual references to Gregory’s special status, concentrated in the north and south, 
with a large empty space in the middle. 
 
The picture changes only little when we include evidence from a later period. An 
inscription provides evidence of another (possibly early) dedication to Gregory in 
Northumbria. The church at Kirkdale in North Yorkshire is famous for its sundial bearing 
an Old English inscription: 

Orm son of Gamal bought St Gregory’s church when it was completely ruined 
and collapsed and he had it rebuilt from the foundations to Christ and St Gregory 
in the days of King Edward and the days of Earl Tosti.529  

 

 

 
527 HE II.3 (144), II.20 (204); Thacker, “Memorializing,” 75. 
528 VGr 19 (104); Levison, England and the Continent, 264-5.  
529 Orm Gamal sune bohte s(an)c(tu)s Gregorius minster þonne hit wes æl tobrocan 7 tofalan 7 he hit 
let macan newan from grunde Chr(ist)e 7 S(an)c(tu)s Gregorius in Eadward dagum C(i)ng 7 (i)n 
Tosti dagum Eorl. Cited in John Higgit, “Design and Meaning in Early Medieval Inscriptions in 
Britain and Ireland,” in The Cross Goes North: Processes of Conversion in Northern Europe, AD 
300-1300, ed. Martin Carver (York: York Medieval Press, 2003), 327-38, at 336. See also Elizabeth 
Okasha, Hand-List of Anglo-Saxon Non-Runic Inscriptions (Cambridge: Cambridge University 
Press, 1971), 87-88 (no. 64). 

5: Sundial at St Gregory's Minster, Kirkdale. © Michael Garlick 
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The reference to Earl Tosti allows us to date the rebuilding of the church to 1055-1065. 
However, the inscription also clearly indicates that there had been a church on this site 
before, and implies that it was already known as “St Gregory’s church (minster)” when 
Orm bought the land. Archaeological investigations have shown that there was an 
ecclesiastical centre on this site by the eighth century.530 Whether the church was already 
dedicated to Gregory at this early date remains unknown, but it is certainly possible. As 
we have seen, devotion to Gregory as the apostle of the Angli was current in Northumbria 
by the turn of the eighth century. Whitby and York, the sites of the two known early 
Gregory dedications in Northumbria, are both relatively close to Kirkdale.531 Rahtz and 
Watts have suggested a possible connection of Kirkdale to nearby Lastingham, which was 
founded in the mid-seventh century by Cedd at the instigation of King Æthelwald of 
Deira.532 Cedd acted as interpreter at the Synod of Whitby, and accepted the synod’s 
decision in favour of the Roman Easter.533 Richard Morris has argued, and Grocock and 
Wood have accepted, that Kirkdale should be identified with the Cornu Vallis visited by 
Abbot Ceolfrith in 716.534 Kirkdale may therefore also have had connections to 
Wearmouth-Jarrow.535 
 

 
530 Philip Rahtz and Lorna Watts, “Three ages of conversion at Kirkdale, North Yorkshire,” in The 
Cross Goes North: Processes of Conversion in Northern Europe, AD 300-1300, ed. Martin Carver 
(York: York Medieval Press, 2003), 289-309, at 301. 
531 Sarah Foot, “Church and Monastery in Bede’s Northumbria,” in The Cambridge Companion to 
Bede, ed. Scott DeGregorio (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 2010), 54-68, at 61. 
532 HE III.23 (286-8). Rahtz and Watts, “Three ages of conversion at Kirkdale,” 301. 
533 HE III.25-6 (298, 308). Richard Morris, “Landscapes of Conversion amongst the Deirans: 
Lastingham and its Neighbours in the Seventh and Eighth Centuries,” in Places of Worship in 
Britain and Ireland, 300-950, ed. P.S. Barnwell (Donington: Shaun Tyas, 2015), 119-51, at 143-5. 
534 Morris, “Landscapes of Conversion,” 143-5; Grocock and Wood, Abbots, 109 n. 141. 
535 Morris follows Richard Bailey in pointing out that a carved grave cover from Kirkdale, dated to 
the beginning of the ninth century, bears a “form of the cross [that] in sculpture is confined to three 
places: Monkwearmouth (with one example), Jarrow (with three or four), and Kirkdale.” Morris 
argues that, “given the restricted occurrence of this form in this medium, the resemblance is 
unlikely to be coincidental.” He therefore concludes that Kirkdale “appears to have had a connection 
with Wearmouth-Jarrow.” Morris, “Landscapes of Conversion,” 145. Grocock and Wood comment: 
“One might … note how close this site is to Gilling East … Since Ceolfrith had himself been a monk 
at Gilling, where indeed his brother had been abbot, one might wonder if he were deliberately 
returning to the neighbourhood of his early monastic career, and to places with family connections.” 
Abbots, 109 n. 141. 
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South of the Humber, we know from documentary evidence that there was a St Gregory’s 
church in Winchester, just north-west of the Cathedral of SS Peter and Paul, by c. 900.536 
A church of St Gregory in Sudbury (Suffolk), was in existence by the late tenth century, as 
attested by a will.537  In the late eleventh century, Herman the Archdeacon, a monk of St 
Edmund’s, recorded the temporary translation (1010-1013) of Edmund’s relics into a 
church dedicated to Gregory; this church was adjacent to the cathedral of St Paul in 
London.538 If Herman’s information was correct, this would show that the church was in 
existence by the late Anglo-Saxon period; both church and dedication could of course be 
older. With Sudbury and London, we have some evidence for Gregory dedications in the 
Mercian sphere. However, neither can be proven to be earlier than the tenth century; both 
may well belong to the period following the West Saxon conquest of Essex and East 
Anglia from the Vikings.539 On the other hand, Alan Thacker has suggested that the 
London dedication is much earlier.540 Though there is no surviving archaeological trace of 
an Anglo-Saxon church on the site, its later location aligns with a row of early churches in 
London, all of which were dedicated to saints popular in the first phase of the Roman 
mission.541 Given the special prominence accorded to London in Gregory’s plan for the 

 
536 S 1443. An edition and translation of S 1443 is offered in Alexander R. Rumble, Property and Piety 
in Early Medieval Winchester: Documents Relating to the Topography of the Anglo-Saxon and 
Norman City and its Minsters, Winchester Studies 4.iii (Oxford: Clarendon Press, 2002), 50-56, 
with an introduction (50-1) and a map (55). St Gregory’s is located to the north-west of the 
Cathedral, at a very short distance (only about 20 meters or so). Rumble’s introduction dates the 
charter to 901, following a suggestion by Keynes. The latest possible date is 908, established by the 
dates of the witnesses. 
537 S 1501, S 1486. Dorothy Whitelock, ed. and trans., Anglo-Saxon Wills (Cambridge: Cambridge 
University Press, 1930), 38-43 (nos. 15 and 16). 
538 Thomas Arnold, ed., Memorials of St Edmund’s Abbey, 3 vols. (London: Her Majesty’s 
Stationery Office, 1890-1893), I: 42-3. For dating Edmund’s stay in London to 1010-1013: Arnold, 
ed., Memorials, I: xxv. Herman wrote after 1096: Rebecca Pinner, The Cult of St Edmund in 
Medieval East Anglia (Woodbridge: Boydell, 2015), 49-50. 
539 On the difficulties of establishing continuity and discontinuity of ecclesiastical foundations in the 
areas of Viking settlement, see Dawn M. Hadley, The Vikings in England: Settlement, Society and 
Culture (Manchester: Manchester University Press, 2006), 192-236. In the mid-tenth century, 
Suffolk seems to have been part of the bishopric of the Bishop of London. Hadley, Vikings in 
England, 213. 
540 Thacker, “Memorializing,” 79: “The arrangement undoubtedly recalls Canterbury's early 
churches, and is an indication … that the church or oratory of St Gregory, which lay very close to the 
minster itself, dates from the eighth century if not before.” 
541 See Tim Tatton-Brown, “The Topography of Anglo-Saxon London,” Antiquity 60, no. 228 
(1986): 21–28, at 23, with fig. 1 (map). The churches are St Martin, St Gregory, St Paul, and St 
Pancras. There were also early churches dedicated to St Martin and St Pancras in Canterbury. Relics 
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organization of the Anglo-Saxon church, it is perhaps not surprising that the early leaders 
of the London church should have had a particular interest in remembering him as the 
founding father of Anglo-Saxon Christianity.542 At a later date, we know from Bede that 
there were clerics in London who took a special interest in the connection of the English 
church with Pope Gregory, because in his preface to the Ecclesiastical History Bede 
describes how “Nothelm, the pious priest of the Church of London” had assisted him by 
bringing him reports and documents from Canterbury and had even travelled to Rome 
itself to search its archives.543 There is therefore a good possibility that the dedication of 
this church near London’s cathedral to Gregory predates the full incorporation of the 
London area in the Mercian kingdom.544 
 
Two further possible Anglo-Saxon dedications to Gregory are not attested in 
documentary sources until after the Conquest, but have been argued to be Anglo-Saxon 
on the basis of archaeological evidence for an Anglo-Saxon church on or near their site. 545 
Firstly, St Gregory’s Tredington, Warwickshire, which is still in use today, may reflect an 
Anglo-Saxon dedication. The earliest evidence that this church was dedicated to Gregory 

 
of St Pancras were among those sent by Pope Vitalian to Oswiu of Northumbria in the 660s: HE 
III.29 (320). 
542 Roy Flechner, “St Boniface as historian: a continental perspective on the organization of the early 
Anglo-Saxon church,” ASE 41 (2012): 41-62, has argued that London played a more central role in 
the life of the early Anglo-Saxon church than is usually recognized. 
543 Bede later sent a copy of the completed Ecclesiastical History to Abbot Albinus, who had 
encouraged Nothelm to visit Bede. C. Plummer, ed., Venerabilis Bedae opera historica, vol. 1 
(Oxford: Oxford University Press, 1896), 3. (Accessed via LLT-A.) 
544 Achieved probably during the reign of Æthelbald of Mercia (716-757). Yorke, Kings and 
Kingdoms, 50. Yorke draws attention to the cult of King Sebbe of the East Saxons, which was 
developed in London at the close of the seventh century, and notes that it is “an important reminder 
that in the seventh century London was in the first instance an East Saxon city, even if it not 
infrequently attracted the attention of foreign overlords.” Yorke, Kings and Kingdoms, 57. 
545 John Blair, “Palaces or minsters? Northampton and Cheddar reconsidered,” ASE 25 (1996): 97-
121, at 105, and Thacker, “Memorializing,” 79-80, both also mention a dedication to Gregory at 
Wye, Kent. However, I have been unable to find evidence that the dedication belongs to the early or 
even the high middle ages; the earliest reference I was able to find is to the foundation of a collegiate 
church of St Gregory and St Martin by John Kemp in the fifteenth century. In this connection both 
Blair and Thacker cite Sian E. Mosford, “A critical edition of the Vita Gregorii Magni by an 
anonymous member of the community of Whitby,” Doctoral Thesis, University of Oxford (1988), 
xxv, an unpublished thesis which I have been unable to consult. The church at Wye is not found in 
H.M. Taylor and Joan Taylor, Anglo-Saxon Architecture, 3 vols. (Cambridge: Cambridge 
University Press, 1965-1978). 
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comes from the thirteenth or fourteenth century.546 However, the church building is 
older: above the arcade, parts of the earlier Anglo-Saxon sidewalls and windows of the 
nave survive. H.M. Taylor and Joan Taylor date this phase of the church’s architecture to 
the period 950-1000.547 Tredington lies by the river Stour, and may be the property “æt 
Sture” disputed between Offa of Mercia and Bishop Heathored of Worcester – and 
conceded in the end to Heathored – in 781.548 Sims-Williams has suggested that “most, 
perhaps all” of the places involved in this dispute were monasteries.549 Francesca Tinti 
admits that “there are no surviving charters attesting explicitly that this was a 
monasterium” but argues nevertheless from a 757 charter granting land at Tredington to 
the bishop of Worcester,550 the Domesday Book entry recording the presence of a priest at 
Tredington, and the presence of Anglo-Saxon elements in the church’s architecture, for 
“the existence of an important and possibly ancient church there in the eleventh 
century.”551 How ancient, and whether dedicated to Gregory, remains a matter of 
speculation. If it is Anglo-Saxon, the dedication could perhaps be credited to Wærfrith, 
bishop of Worcester in the late ninth and early tenth century. He was the translator of 
Gregory’s Dialogues into Old English, and there is some evidence that he may have known 
the Whitby Life or a similar text.552 If this is the context in which we must place the 

 
546 Graham Roderick Jones, “Church dedications and landed units of lordship and administration in 
the pre-Reformation diocese of Worcester,” Doctoral Thesis, University of Leicester (1996), 
Appendix II, 33, gives a date of 1299 for the dedication. However, Jones cites as his source the 
Victoria County History for Worcestershire, which says: “The dedication of the high altar (and a 
chapel), which cannot now be located, at Tredington (Trediton) is recorded in 1315”. “Parishes: 
Tredington”, in A History of the County of Worcester: Volume 3 (London: Victoria County 
History, 1913), 541-551. British History Online <http://www.british-
history.ac.uk/vch/worcs/vol3/pp541-551> (accessed 31 January 2019). The source for the 
information in VCH is the Episcopal Register of Bishop Walter Maidstone (1313-17), which remains 
unpublished. 
547 Taylor and Taylor, Anglo-Saxon Architecture, II:623-6; I:xxv (key to periods). 
548 Patrick Sims-Williams, Religion and Literature in Western England 600–800, CSASE 3 
(Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 1990), 162. 
549 Sims-Williams, Religion and Literature, 159. 
550 S 55. The charter reveals that Tredington takes its name from an early owner, Tyrdda and that by 
757 it was in the power of the rulers of the Hwicce to grant, which they did, gifting it to the cathedral 
church of St Peter, Worcester. Tredington may also be intended by S 1273, which records the 
bishop’s ownership of a parcel of land “at Sture” in 855. 
551 Francesca Tinti, Sustaining Belief: The Church of Worcester from c.870 to c.1100, Studies in 
Early Medieval Britain (Abingdon; New York: Routledge, 2010), 116. 
552 Thacker, “Memorializing,” 68. That Alfred commissioned Wærfrith to translate the Dialogues is 
recorded by Asser: William Henry Stevenson, ed., Asser's Life of King Alfred, Together with the 
Annals of Saint Neots Erroneously Ascribed to Asser (Oxford: Clarendon, 1904), 62 (ch. 77). The 
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dedication of this church to Gregory, then it might be part of a larger pattern of 
dedications in the late ninth and early tenth centuries, encouraged by the West Saxon 
establishment, and possibly including Winchester, Sudbury, and London as well as 
Tredington.553  
 
However, the Tredington dedication could be earlier. The presence of a marginal 
anecdote about Gregory in a Worcester manuscript, along with material known to be 
derived from early Canterbury sources, and material known to have been copied for 
Bishop Milred of Worcester (743x745-774), has led Alan Thacker to suggest that 
“Worcester may have possessed a collection of late-seventh-century texts originating in 
Canterbury, among which was hagiographical matter relating to Gregory” by the time of 
Milred’s pontificate.554 Since the Tredington estate came into Worcester’s possession in 
757, perhaps the construction and dedication of the church followed shortly after. 
Importantly, however, this year marked a shift in the relationship of the see of Worcester 
to the Mercian crown, which became more distant. (This will be discussed much more 

 
text of Wærfrith’s translation is edited in Hans Hecht, ed., Bischof Wærferths von Worcester 
Übersetzung der Dialoge Gregors des Grossen (Leipzig: G.H. Wigand, 1900, repr. Darmstadt: 
Wissenschaftliche Buchgesellschaft, 1965). A new edition is in preparation by David F. Johnson, 
according to David F. Johnson, “Divine Justice in Gregory the Great’s Dialogues,” in Early Medieval 
Studies in Memory of Patrick Wormald, ed. Stephen David Baxter, Catherine E. Karkov, Janet L. 
Nelson and David Pelteret, Studies in Early Medieval Britain (Farnham: Ashgate, 2009), 115-28, at 
117. Alfred also sent Wærfrith a copy of Gregory’s Pastoral Care, now Oxford, Bodleian Library, 
Hatton 20. Michael Lapidge, Anglo-Latin Literature: vol. 1, 600-899 (London; Rio Grande: 
Hambledon, 1996), 56. On Wærfrith’s career, see Tinti, Sustaining Belief, 9-14. 
553 There is some evidence for a (revival of) special interest in Gregory as the apostle of the English in 
late ninth- and early tenth-century Wessex. Christine Rauer has tentatively suggested a link with 
Alfred’s circle for the Old English Martyrology, which includes an entry for Gregory, calling him 
“our father St Gregory, who sent us baptism here to Britain. He is our altor and we are his alumni: 
that means that he is our fosterfather in Christ, and we are his fosterchildren in baptism.” Sancte 
Gregori<u>s gelearnes ures fæder, se us fullwiht onsænde on ðas Brytene. He is ure altor ond we 
synan his alumni: þæt is ðæt he is ure festerfæder on Criste, ond we syndon his festerbearn on 
fullwihte.”  Rauer, ed. and trans., Old English Martyrology, 64-65 (text and translation), 3-13 (date 
and provenance). The second Anglo-Saxon coronation ordo of the early tenth century invokes 
Gregory’s intercessions, along with those of the Virgin Mary and Saint Peter. Here he is called, 
“Gregory, apostolic saint of the English” (sanctique gregorii aneglorum [sic] apostolici). This 
invocation happened at an important moment in the rite, during the blessing of the newly invested 
ruler. Thacker, “Peculiaris Patronus Noster,” 21–22, accepts Nelson’s suggestion that the text was 
composed for the coronation of Edward the Elder in 900; Elizabeth Redgate, Religion, Politics and 
Society in Britain, 800-1066 (London: Routledge, 2014), 68, prefers the coronation of Æthelstan in 
925.  
554 Thacker, “Memorializing,” 69. 
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fully below, in Chapter 6.) If the dedication to Gregory belongs to the second half of the 
eighth century, it probably reflects Hwiccan rather than a Mercian attitudes to the saintly 
pope.  
 

 

 
Lastly, there is one church to consider which, if it dates to the Anglo-Saxon era, was 
undeniably in Mercian territory. The church of St Gregory which stood in Northampton 
until the nineteenth century was first recorded by name in the twelfth.555 However, there 
was an Anglo-Saxon complex comprising a church (St Peter’s) and a hall not far to the 
west of the site of St Gregory’s, and excavations have revealed several graves from the 
Anglo-Saxon period very near to the later site of St Gregory’s church. These finds 

 
555 In a charter of Hugh of Lincoln (bishop 1180-1200), confirming it and many other churches as 
belonging to St Andrew’s Priory. William Dugdale, Monasticon Anglicanum: A History of the 
Abbies and other Monasteries, Hospitals, Frieries and Cathedral and Collegiate Churches, with 
their Dependencies, in England and Wales; and of all such Scotch, Irish, and French Monasteries, as 
were in any Manner Connected with Religious Houses in England, vol. 5 (London: T.G. March, 
1849), 191. The charter survives in the cartulary of the priory, London, British Library, Cotton 
Vespasian E XVII. 

6: St Gregory's Tredington, © David P. Howard 
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“suggest that there was a middle Saxon cemetery, perhaps with its own church or chapel, 
contemporary with [the hall and church] to the W[est].”556 John Blair treats the site as 
having had an early Anglo-Saxon church, and suggests that the dedication to Gregory is 
also early.557 Thacker agrees with Blair that the church of St Gregory “dates from at least 
to the eighth century.”558 Helen Gittos says the site was “flourishing in the mid-ninth 
century,” but does not speculate about when it may have been founded.559 Northampton 
was a high-status Mercian site. Martin Welch (without making any reference to the 
putative church of Gregory), suggests “that the hall belonged to a monastery, providing 
entertainment for royal and noble travellers by its abbot.”560 The church of St Peter has 
been connected with the series of foundations dedicated to Peter which King Offa (757-
796) and his queen Cynethryth sponsored.561 Although Blair has suggested that “the 
twinning of Peter with Gregory was planned from the start, to form an integrated 
religious site encapsulating the hall,”562 we know from both historical sources and 
archaeological evidence that it was not uncommon to construct additional churches, 
aligned with older ones, in a subsequent phase of the development of a site.563 Blair, in a 
later study, described the general pattern: “These groups tended to develop accretively, 

 
556 “Northampton,” in An Inventory of the Historical Monuments in the County of 
Northamptonshire, Volume 5, Archaeology and Churches in Northampton, (London: Her 
Majesty’s Stationery Office, 1985), 321-397. British History Online, <http://www.british-
history.ac.uk/rchme/northants/vol5/pp321-397> (accessed January 30, 2019), emphasis mine. Note 
that even without a church, the cemetery may have been considered part of the complex: John Blair 
has commented on how “holy wells, cemeteries and other older ritual sites, as well as chapels” could 
be part of “constellations, or even extended lines, of churches and other related monuments.” John 
Blair, “Anglo-Saxon minsters: a topographical review,” in Pastoral Care Before the Parish, ed. John 
Blair and Richard Sharpe, Studies in the Early History of Britain (Leicester; London; New York: 
Leicester University Press, 1992), 226-66, at 257. 
557 Blair, “Palaces or Minsters?” 104-8; Blair, “Anglo-Saxon minsters,” 261. 
558 Thacker, “Memorializing,” 79 (following Blair, in a personal communication). 
559 Gittos, Liturgy, Architecture, and Sacred Places, 85. 
560 Martin Welch, “The Archaeology of Mercia,” in Mercia: An Anglo-Saxon Kingdom in Europe, ed. 
Michelle P. Brown and Carol A. Farr, Studies in the Early History of Europe (London; New York: 
Continuum, 2001), 147-159, at 155. 
561 Pauline Stafford, “Political Women in Mercia, Eighth to Early Tenth Centuries,” in Mercia: An 
Anglo-Saxon Kingdom in Europe, ed. Michelle P. Brown and Carol A. Farr, Studies in the Early 
History of Europe (London; New York: Continuum, 2001), 35-49, at 40. 
562 Blair, “Palaces or Minsters?” 107. 
563 Gittos, Liturgy, Architecture, and Sacred Places, 61-71, discusses the evidence from the period 
up to 800. From about 950 onwards there is “evidence for a continued desire to add new churches to 
existing sites” (90), although evidence from the period 800-950 is extremely limited. See also Blair, 
“Anglo-Saxon minsters,” 250-56, with a special focus on secondary churches dedicated to Mary. 
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with the apostolic church built first and subsidiary churches or other liturgical foci added 
over generations or centuries.”564 If then we are to see the foundation of the church of St 
Peter as belonging to the reign of Offa, it would not be surprising if the church (or chapel) 
of St Gregory belonged to a later date. The most likely early date might well be shortly 
after 803. In this period, when the see of Canterbury was reasserting its authority over the 
Mercian bishops, a new church dedicated to the pope by whose mandate the bishops of 
Canterbury had first received their primatial status might have seemed a particularly 
appropriate addition to the complex of St Peter’s. 
 
Summing up, if we take all the evidence for possibly pre-Conquest dedications to Gregory 
into account, we find three in Northumbria (or more accurately: Deira), at York, Whitby 
and Kirkdale. Two of these are known to be early and the last may well be. We also find 
dedications to Gregory in the earliest hubs of the Roman mission, Canterbury and 
London. The London dedication may be as early as the time of Theodore (d. 690), who 
was so instrumental in promoting Gregory’s cult.565 Alternatively, it could belong to the 
period of West Saxon expansion at the turn of the tenth century. It may also be to this 
period that we should attribute the dedications in Sudbury and Winchester, neither of 
which is attested in any sources from before the tenth century. The dedication to Gregory 
in Tredington may also belong to this “wave”, or may belong to an earlier period, when 
this church’s bishops were asserting their independence from the Mercian kings. And 
finally, the church at Northampton, if it did exist in the Anglo-Saxon period, and if it was 
then dedicated to Gregory, fits most comfortably within a ninth-century context, when 
Mercian power was beginning to wane and Canterbury was reasserting the Gregorian 
basis for its primacy.566 
 
The evidence of the distribution of dedications to Gregory, then, confirms the impression 
from the textual evidence that special veneration of Gregory as apostle of the English gens 
was generally lacking in seventh- and eighth-century Mercia. Mechthild Gretsch 
concluded from the distribution of the early churches and chapels dedicated to Gregory  
“that the cult of St Gregory, from its very beginnings, was a pan-English cult”.567 The 

 
564 Blair, Church in Anglo-Saxon Society, 201; cf. “Anglo-Saxon minsters,” 250. 
565 Thacker, “Memorializing”. 
566 Keynes notes that by the 820s, “the Mercian polity began to come apart at the seams,” and by the 
830s, “the West Saxons… were very much the dominant political force south of the Humber.” 
Keynes, “King Alfred and the Mercians,” 2-4. 
567 Gretsch, Ælfric and the Cult of Saints, 25. 
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overview provided here, however, requires that this conclusion be nuanced. While the cult 
was indeed wide-spread, it was not taken up with equal enthusiasm in all early Anglo-
Saxon kingdoms. 
 

  
7: Map of (Possible) Anglo-Saxon Dedications to St Gregory 
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Apostleship and the shaping of the ecclesia Anglorum 
The uneven adoption of the cult of Gregory reflects different and competing ideals for the 
Anglo-Saxon church. By making Gregory the apostle of the English, Anglo-Saxon writers 
showed that they believed there was such a thing as the Angli, and that the Angli were a 
gens – a belief held in the face of political division and at times even strife among the 
Anglo-Saxon kingdoms. The intimate link between apostleship and ethnicity meant that 
to promote an apostle was also to promote the people, and thus to help shape and 
maintain the imagined community of which he was the patron.568 But more than that, 
promotion of Gregory as the apostle of the Angli promoted a particular vision of who the 
Angli were and were meant to be. It encouraged an understanding of the Angli as a 
Christian people, rather than a pagan people. A people who looked to Rome, rather than 
other traditions, to shape their Christianity. And, crucially, a people whose highest local 
spiritual authority would be found in Canterbury and York. From the evidence presented 
above, it appears that this vision was not universally popular. 
 
Gregory’s Roman connections are obvious, and these were frequently stressed by Anglo-
Saxon authors. Gregory represented a direct link between the Anglo-Saxon church and 
the Roman church, for many Anglo-Saxons the centre of the Christian world. This was 
expressed not only textually but also spatially in the arrangement of the spaces where 
Gregory was venerated. In most of the cases discussed above – Canterbury, York, 
Whitby, London, Northampton and Winchester – altars, side-chapels or smaller 
churches dedicated to Gregory were placed in or adjacent to main churches dedicated to 
Peter and/or Paul. In Sudbury, St Gregory’s seems to have been the main church, 
although it is worth noting that by the 1150s there was a chapel of St Peter attached to 
it.569 Kirkdale and Tredington, too, may have been seen as part of a group whose 
dedications were linked: Kirkdale may have begun as a dependency of Lastingham, (which 
had a first church with an unknown dedication and a second church dedicated to Mary), 
or have had a connection with the twin monasteries of SS Peter and Paul in Wearmouth 
and Jarrow. Tredington, as we have seen, belonged to the community of St Peter at 
Worcester.  

 
568 Dailey, “The Vita Gregorii and Ethnogenesis,” 198. 
569 Richard Mortimer, ed., Charters of St Bartholomew’s Priory, Sudbury (Woodbridge: Boydell for 
the Suffolk Records Society, 1996), 2; Christopher Harper-Bill, ed., English Episcopal Acta VI: 
Norwich 1070-1274 (Oxford: Oxford University Press for the British Academy, 1990), no. 136. 
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I would argue that this pattern is a spatial reflection of the close association of Gregory 
with Peter and Paul. Studies of Anglo-Saxon church groupings show that these were 
often carefully planned, suggesting that the lay-out of these churches or clusters of 
churches had symbolic significance. The arrangement of dedications, too, was 
meaningful. Helen Gittos has argued that “church dedications were … used to embody 
relationships between churches” in a number of ways, expressing the connections of 
churches to one another as parts of a single complex, elements in a larger urban setting, or 
affiliated institutions in different locations.570 The relationship between Anglo-Saxon 
England and Rome could also be expressed in this way: the group of Anglo-Saxon 
churches in Canterbury has been argued to deliberately mimic the arrangement and 
dedications of churches in Rome.571 Given that dedication patterns are known to have 
been deliberate and meaningful in early Anglo-Saxon England, the arrangement of altars 
dedicated to Gregory within, and chapels dedicated to Gregory adjacent or belonging to, 
main churches with apostolic dedications must be significant. What it appears to 
represent is the idea that Gregory was an important intermediary between the local 
church and the apostles. More specifically, this arrangement claimed for Gregory a special 
connection with Peter and Paul: after all, Gregory could be seen, from an Anglo-Saxon 
perspective, as having inherited the mantle of both. Not only was Gregory the successor of 
the see of Peter and buried in the same city as Paul, he also resembled them in their 
apostolicity: as Peter was the founder of the Roman church, and Paul the apostle to the 
Gentiles, so Gregory was the founder of Roman Christianity in Britain, and apostle to the 
English gens. Personifying the link between the first apostles and the church of the Angli, 
Gregory served as a reminder that the Angli belonged to a larger and older community, in 
which their own apostle was but one of many. Each of them represented another gens 
with whom the Angli were united in a common spiritual family. 
 
Although Gregory was not the only apostle, the category of “apostles” had always been 
very limited, and still was. Even as the term expanded to include early medieval 
missionary founders, it remained inherently exclusive, because there could only be one 

 
570 Gittos, Liturgy, Architecture, and Sacred Places, 95. 
571 Gittos, Liturgy, Architecture, and Sacred Places, 61-66, 95-6; Thacker, “In Search of Saints,” 
256-8; Brooks, “Canterbury, Rome, and the construction of English Identity,” 221-47. Other places 
have also been argued to deliberately mimic Rome: see e.g. Anthony Smart, “Bede, Wearmouth-
Jarrow and Sacred Space,” International Journal for the Study of the Christian Church 14, no. 1 
(2014): 22-40. 
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apostle per gens. According Gregory an apostolic status therefore gave him a special 
prominence not easily achieved by other patron saints, or indeed other popes. Mention 
has already been made above of how Gregory’s authority was invoked at the 803 Council 
of Clofesho, at which a decision of his successor to the see of Peter was overturned.572 
Gregory’s authority was also used, by Ecgberht of York (732-766), to resolve a problem 
concerning the observance of seasonal fasts.573 In his Dialogue, Ecgberht undertook to 
answer a series of questions on matters of law and religious observance. (The format of the 
text recalls Gregory’s Libellus Responsionum, which Ecgberht would have known from 
Bede’s Ecclesiastical History.574) Question sixteen concerned the quarterly fasts later 
known as the Ember Days, which the questioner knew were to be celebrated “uniformly 
by everyone throughout all … the churches of the Angli” (ut uniformiter ab omnibus 
cælebrentur per universas … Anglorum æcclesias). But when, and on the basis of what 
authority? In his answer, Ecgberht acknowledged that the “holy fathers” (sancti patres) 
had fasted in the first week of the first month (i.e. March). Ecgberht, however, recognized 
a higher authority which compelled him to adopt a different practice: “We, however, in 
the church of the Angli” (Nos autem in æcclesia Anglorum) were to observe the same fast 
in the first week of Lent, regardless of whether or not this was the first week of the month. 
This was to be done on the authority of “our teacher the blessed Gregory” (noster 
didascalus beatus Gregorius) who had made his wishes known through “our teacher the 
blessed Augustine” (per pedagogum nostrum beatum Augustinum).575 In a similar 
fashion, Ecgberht linked the second of the four fasts to the feast of Pentecost, rather than 
fix it in the second week of June, as was the continental custom.576 This ruling was again 
supported by appeal to the authority of Gregory, who “ordained [this fast] to be 
celebrated in the church of the Angli” (Hoc autem jejunium idem beatus Gregorius … 
Anglorum æcclesiæ celebrandum destinavit).577 

 
572 These events will receive fuller treatment below (Chapter 6). 
573 HS, 410-13. 
574 Martin Ryan, “Archbishop Ecgberht and his Dialogus,” in Leaders of the Anglo-Saxon Church, 
ed. Alexander R. Rumble, Publications of the Manchester Centre for Anglo-Saxon Studies 12 
(Woodbridge: Boydell, 2012), 41-60, at 46-7. 
575 HS, 411. 
576 Mary P. Richards, The Old English Poem Seasons for Fasting: A Critical Edition, Medieval 
European Studies 15 (Morgantown: West Virginia University Press, 2014), 36-37. Allen J. Frantzen, 
Food, Eating and Identity in Early Medieval England (Woodbridge: Boydell, 2014), 246-7, 
erroneously inverts the two traditions, ascribing the fixed weeks to English usage and the fasts 
linked to the movable feasts of Lent and Pentecost to Frankish tradition. 
577 HS, 412. 
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Martin Ryan suggests that the question about the Ember day fasts “may have been asked 
with the canons of the 747 Council of Clofesho in mind”, since these also discussed the 
fasts, but omitted the Lenten fast.578 Ryan further notes that this is the only question in 
which Ecgberht cited his authorities, and “this may mean that the correct observance of 
the Ember Days was in some ways disputed.”579 The Canons of Clofesho (747) had stated 
that “they should not disagree at all in any observance, but they should be zealous to 
celebrate according to the exemplar which we have describing the rite of the Roman 
church.”580 The canon stipulated that the dates of the fasts in the fourth, seventh and 
tenth months were to be announced to the laity (plebs), so that everyone would keep them 
at the same time. Catherine Cubitt has noted that the Gelasian Sacramentary also called 
only for the observance of these three fasts, and also included provision for their dates to 
be announced.581 Ecgberht and his southern colleagues were agreed that it was to Rome 
that the ecclesia Anglorum should look in pursuit of correct and uniform liturgical 
practice. However, Ecgberht was aware of a different Roman tradition, which called for a 
fourth fast at the beginning of the year.582 If, as Ryan has suggested, Ecgberht hoped his 
Dialogues would be influential not just within his own archbishopric, but throughout the 
whole English church,583 this may suggest that he cited Gregory’s authority so explicitly in 
order to break the impasse between two competing Roman traditions: one which 
prescribed three fasts and the other four. For Ecgberht, and probably for his intended 
audience, too, it was Gregory personally, as the first “teacher” of the English church, who 
was the ultimate touchstone for orthopraxy within the ecclesia Anglorum.584 Therefore an 
appeal to his authority was more powerful than an appeal to the authority of “Rome” more 
generally. 
 

 
578 Ryan, “Archbishop Ecgberht,” 49, 57; Cubitt, Church Councils, 143-4. 
579 Ryan, “Archbishop Ecgberht,” 49. 
580 Cubitt, Church Councils, 144. … nec ullatenus in ejusmodi discrepent observatione, sed 
secundum exemplar, quod juxta ritum Romanæ Ecclesiæ descriptum habemus, student celebrare. 
HS, 368 (canon 18). 
581 Cubitt, Church Councils, 145-146. On the Ember Days, see G.G. Willis, Essays in Early Roman 
Liturgy, Alcuin Club Collections 46 (London: SPCK, 1964), 51-97.  
582 Willis argues that the fourth fast was introduced between 530 and 590, initially in the first week of 
March, and that it was indeed Gregory I who first fixed the spring Ember Week in the first week of 
Lent. Willis, Essays in Early Roman Liturgy, 59-61, 66. 
583 Ryan, “Archbishop Ecgberht,” 48-9. 
584 An intended audience in the southern province may also account for the special mention of 
Augustine’s role in transmitting Gregory’s teaching to the Anglo-Saxon church. 
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Gregory’s apostolic authority would prove deeply influential not only upon liturgical 
practice but also upon the organization of the church in Anglo-Saxon England. Gregory’s 
plan for the Anglo-Saxon church had been that it would be divided into two provinces and 
governed by two metropolitans each overseeing twelve bishops.585 To promote Gregory as 
the apostle of the Angli was implicitly to endorse this scheme. For the community at 
Canterbury, this meant that the cult of Gregory was potentially a double-edged sword. 
On the one hand, to exalt Gregory as their apostle conferred additional prestige upon 
those who received from Gregory the commission and the authority to head the ecclesia 
that the gens Anglorum would become upon its conversion: Augustine and his associates, 
the founders of the Canterbury church. It is no surprise, then, that it was Augustine’s 
successors at Canterbury who most actively sought to promote the cult of their apostle.586 
On the other hand, Gregory had designated London, not Canterbury, as the desired seat 
of the metropolitan bishop of the southern province.587 This hope was not realized, 
probably because, after the death of King Sæberht of the East Saxons, bishop Mellitus had 
been expelled from London and the see had lapsed until Cedd was consecrated in or after 
653.588  Meanwhile, Canterbury could boast an unbroken succession of bishops going back 
to Augustine. The evidence reviewed above suggests that Cuthbert of Canterbury sought 
to promote Augustine alongside Gregory as of (almost) equal importance; perhaps this 
special interest in Augustine served not only to memorialize the founder of the 
community, but also to underscore that Canterbury legitimately held the metropolitan 
status which Gregory had originally envisioned for London.589 However, “the respect with 
which Pope Gregory’s own arrangements for the Anglo-Saxon church were held” may 
have been a contributing factor in the emergence of London as an important centre of 
synodical activity even as Canterbury secured and maintained its metropolitan rights.590  
Respect for Gregory’s arrangements was also a factor in the eventual establishment of a 
second church province north of the Humber, with its metropolitan see at York.591 The 
particular density of references to Gregory’s apostleship and of church dedications to 

 
585 HE I.29 (104-6). 
586 Alan Thacker, “Memorializing.” 
587 HE I.29 (104-6). 
588 HE II.5 (152, with 281 n.2 for the date); Page, “Episcopal Lists III,” 4. 
589 After the conquest, Gregory’s status as apostle of the English would briefly be challenged by 
Canterbury’s promotion of Augustine in that role instead. See Hayward, “Gregory the Great as 
‘Apostle of the English’ in Post-Conquest Canterbury.” 
590 Cubitt, Church Councils, 31. 
591 See Story, “Archbishopric of York”. 
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Gregory in Northumbria has already been noted above. Unlike in the sources associated 
with Canterbury, Augustine does not feature at all prominently here. The Whitby Life of 
Gregory mentions Augustine only once and briefly.592 Paulinus of York, on the other 
hand, receives fuller treatment, and even prompts the author to interrupt the narrative 
and break out in thanksgiving: 

O most merciful Father, Lord God Almighty, though as we have seen we were 
not worthy to have St. Gregory with us in person, yet we continually give Thee 
thanks for our teacher Paulinus, who, through Gregory’s agency, became our 
teacher.593 

Paulinus was the first to preach in Northumbria, but he was among the second party sent 
by Gregory to assist in the mission to Kent, and he was ordained bishop by Justus of 
Canterbury, who had himself been consecrated by Augustine.594 Arguably, it would have 
been fair to give Augustine, as the first bishop of the Anglo-Saxon church and leader of the 
Roman mission, primary credit alongside Gregory for the conversion of the English, as 
the community at Canterbury did. However, it was exactly Augustine’s intimate 
connection to Canterbury specifically that made him less appealing as an apostle or patron 
for the Angli than Gregory.  
 
A saint’s physical presence – in life and in death – in a particular place was often an 
important catalyst for the development of their cult at that site, and the saint’s presence 
there enhanced the site’s prestige as a locus of spiritual power and authority.595 But as the 
Whitby Life noted, Gregory was never physically present in Britain – even if the author 
did believe that he was “absent in the body yet present in the spirit” (corpore absens sed 
tantum spiritu presens).596 This absence also extended to bodily relics of Gregory.597 When 

 
592 VGr 11 (92). 
593 O piisime pater, Domine Deus omnipotens, licet predictam beati Gregorii minime mereremur 
presentiam, per eum tamen tibi semper sit gratiarum actio doctoris nostri Paulini… VGr 17 (100-1). 
594 HE II.3 (142-4), II.9 (162-6). 
595 Arnold Angenendt, Heilige und Reliquien: Die Geschichte ihres Kultes vom frühen Christentum 
bis zur Gegenwart, second edition (Munich: C.H. Beck, 1997), 126-128. Peter Brown, The Cult of 
the Saints: Its Rise and Function in Latin Christianity (London: SCM Press, 1981), 86-91, describes 
how the cult of saints “gloried in particularity. … The holy was available in one place, and in each 
such place it was accessible to one group in a manner in which it could not be accessible to anyone 
situated elsewhere.” (86) 
596 VGr 6 (82-3). 
597 I have previously written about the transmission of Gregory’s relics to Anglo-Saxon England in a 
weblog for the Ecclesiastical History Society: Miriam Adan Jones, “The Shrine That Never Was: 



149 
  

he died in 604, Gregory was buried in the porticus of St Peter’s Rome, near the vestry.598 
His body remained there until moved into a chapel in the church by Pope Gregory IV 
(827-844).599 Roman policy in the seventh and eighth centuries was that the remains of the 
saints were to be left undisturbed, especially those “whose graves lay in papal basilicas”: 
corporeal relics of Gregory would not, then, have been willingly dispatched to Britain.600 It 
is possible that Anglo-Saxon visitors to Gregory’s tomb could procure contact relics: a 
seventh-century pilgrim guide to the churches of Rome included directions to the tomb, 
as well as the bed in which Gregory died, “apparently displayed in an oratory nearby.”601 
This suggests some awareness on the part of the Roman church that Gregory might hold 
attraction for visitors.602 Alan Thacker has argued that “secondary relics destined … for 
incorporation in English altars” must have left Rome in order for the altars at Canterbury, 
York and Whitby to be consecrated according to the Roman rite.603 However, none of 
these developed into anything like a cult site, such as that which later existed at 
Soissons.604 

 
The Anglo-Saxons and the Relics of Gregory I” 
<https://eccleshistsoc.wordpress.com/2017/02/24/the-shrine-that-never-was-the-anglo-saxons-
and-the-relics-of-gregory-i/ > (accessed 14-02-2019). 
598 Paul the Deacon, Life of Gregory, PL 75, col. 221; LP I:312. An English translation can be found 
in Raymond Davis, The Book of Pontiffs (Liber Pontificalis): The Ancient Biographies of the First 
Ninety Bishops to AD 715, TTH 6 (Liverpool: Liverpool University Press, 1989), 63.  
599 LP II:74. An English translation can be found in Raymond Davis, The Lives of the Ninth-
Century Popes (Liber Pontificalis): The Ancient Biographies of Ten Popes from A.D. 817-891, TTH 
20 (Liverpool: Liverpool University Press, 1995), 51-2. 
600 Julia M.H. Smith, “The Care of Relics in Early Medieval Rome,” in Rome and Religion in the 
Medieval World: Studies in Honor of Thomas F.X. Noble, ed. Valerie L. Garver and Owen M. 
Phelan (London, New York: Routledge, 2016), 179-205, at 188. 
601 Thacker, “Memorializing,” 72; Jacob A. Latham, “Inventing Gregory ‘the Great’: Memory, 
Authority, and the Afterlives of the Letania Septiformis,” Church History 84, no. 1 (2015): 1-31, at 9.  
602 Bede records the epitaph written on Gregory’s tomb in HE II.1 (132). 
603 Thacker, “Memorializing,” 83 with n. 142. The relics of a certain Gregory are referred to in HE 
III.29 (320) as among the relics sent by Pope Vitalian. These are often assumed to be the relics of 
Gregory I, e.g. David W. Rollason, Saints and Relics in Anglo-Saxon England (Oxford: Blackwell, 
1989), 24, and Colgrave’s index entry for “Gregory – relics sent by pope Vitalian’” (HE p. 606). 
However, Bede gives no indication that this was so. Thacker correctly observes: “It is always 
assumed that the Gregory mentioned by Vitalian was the pope-evangelist, though the wording of 
the pope’s letter suggests that the Gregory in question was a martyr, perhaps to be identified with 
the otherwise unknown Gregory the Martyr honoured with a mass in the Leonine Sacramentary, a 
sixth-century record of Roman texts.” Thacker, “In Search of Saints,” 260 n. 61. 
604 On the theft of Gregory’s relics by a monk of St Medard’s in Soissons in 826, see Odilo of St 
Médard, The Translation of saint Sebastian: O. Holder-Egger, ed., Ex Translatione S. Sebastiani 
auctore Odilone, MGH Scriptores 15.1 (Hannover: Hahn, 1887), 377-91; Patrick J. Geary, Furta 
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Gregory, present in spirit but conveniently absent in the body, thus occupied the middle 
ground between the universal and the local in a unique way. His special connection with 
the Angli meant that he was not really a universal saint, although he was also venerated 
beyond the shores of Britain. At the same time, his lack of connection with any particular 
community within Anglo-Saxon England meant that neither was he a local saint. As the 
mind behind Augustine’s mission, Gregory could be credited with the conversion of all 
those whom the mission reached, while his physical location in Rome prevented any one 
local group from claiming him as their own special patron to the exclusion of others. This 
inclusive character of the community imagined around Gregory was particularly valued in 
Northumbria and especially in the bishopric of York, where to cult Gregory was to 
remember that it was in Rome, not Canterbury, that the real origins of their church lay, 
and that their apostle had left instructions for an independent northern province with 
York at its centre. This may explain why it is here that we find the language of apostleship 
being employed most readily. While, as noted above, southern sources tended to favour 
terms like “teacher” and “father”, honours which could be shared, in the province of York, 
Gregory was trumpeted as apostle – and of apostles there could be only one. 
 
That the cult of Gregory was so bound up with the centrality of Canterbury and York will 
have contributed to making this apostle of the Angli problematic from the perspective of 
the Mercians. Offa of Mercia’s plans for a new ecclesiastical province with its metropolitan 
see at Lichfield were in direct contravention of Gregory’s design for the Anglo-Saxon 
church, and it was on this basis that they were ultimately rejected.605 Just as York’s 
devotion to Gregory “leapfrogged” Augustine and so deftly avoided seeming to support 
any claims to primacy that Canterbury might make, one wonders whether perhaps Offa’s 
devotion to St Peter was in part designed to bypass Gregory in favour of a saint with 

 
Sacra: Thefts of Relics in the Central Middle Ages, rev. ed. (Princeton: Princeton University Press, 
1990), 152. On Thomas Becket’s 1166 visit to Soissons, where he spent a night in vigil at the shrine of 
Gregory, see Frank Barlow, Thomas Becket (Berkeley and Los Angeles: University of California 
Press, 1986), 146. 
605 See Thomas F.X. Noble, “The Rise and Fall of the Archbishopric of Lichfield in English, Papal, 
and European Perspective,” in England and Rome in the Early Middle Ages: Pilgrimage, Art, and 
Politics, ed. Francesca Tinti, Studies in the Early Middle Ages 40 (Turnhout: Brepols, 2014), 291-
305, for an overview, and the discussion below (Chapter 6). 
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equally apostolic, equally Roman, and even more ancient credentials, but devoid of 
opinions on how the Anglo-Saxon church was to organize itself.606 
 

Conclusion 
The notion that Gregory was the “apostle of the English” was enduring and wide-spread 
in Anglo-Saxon England. Gregory’s special relationship to the Angli and his role in 
connecting them to the wider Christian world was expressed textually, but also 
represented architecturally. Gregory’s prominence as a saint was enhanced by his special 
status as an apostle, which was dependent upon acceptance of the idea of a gens Anglorum 
and a narrative in which Gregory was responsible for their conversion. Veneration of 
Gregory as an apostle in turn served to affirm and spread this narrative. English 
ethnogenesis and the recognition of Gregory’s apostolic sanctity thus worked together 
symbiotically, each reinforcing the other.607 But there were local and chronological 
variations in the way the theme of Gregory’s apostolicity was deployed, reflecting diverse 
cultural and political climates. In Canterbury, it was in conjunction with Augustine that 
Gregory was venerated. North of the Humber, Augustine’s prominence was downplayed 
and Gregory was promoted all the more vigorously. And in Mercia before the end of the 
eighth century, both textual references to Gregory and churches dedicated to Gregory are 
lacking.  As apostle of the English, Gregory represented a specific idea of who the English 
were and what their place was in the world: one people, whose collective conversion had 
been brought about by missionaries from Rome, and whose cultural centre of gravity 
should therefore lie in the twin metropolitan sees founded by those missionaries on the 
orders of Gregory himself—and beyond that in Rome, which was to be the point of 
connection between the ecclesia Anglorum and the rest of the church and the place where 

 
606 On Offa’s monasteries dedicated to Peter, see Levison, England and the Continent, 29-31; Cubitt, 
Church Councils, 226. Sims-Williams, Religion and Literature, 161, notes that “Offa in his dealings 
with the papacy ... emphasized his devotion to Peter, the ‘standard bearer and comrade’ who led 
him to victory, and even issued a coin inscribed S. PETRVS, probably to send alms to Rome. The 
devotion to Peter may have been more than mere policy; Offa’s grandfather’s foundation at Bredon 
was dedicated to Peter, princeps apostolorum.” 
607 I use the term “ethnogenesis” here as, in Andrew Gillet’s words, “a label not of a particular 
theoretical model, but of an observable phenomenon: the emergence of new social groups that 
identify themselves or are identified by outsiders as having a cohesive identity, an ‘ethnic group’ in 
anthropological terms.” Gillet, “Ethnogenesis,” 244.  
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the highest spiritual authority was to be located. This vision was actively promoted by 
Canterbury, and spread across the southern part of Anglo-Saxon England and up the 
eastern coast to Northumbria. However, not all Anglo-Saxons were equally enthusiastic. 
Relegated by this vision to the cultural periphery,608 Mercian ecclesiastics seem to have 
merely accepted rather than actively embraced and championed the idea of Gregory’s 
apostleship. For those willing to embrace the apostolic saint, Gregory was able – indeed 
perhaps uniquely able – to serve as a central figure, a father, teacher, and apostle, to a 
diverse and often divided people. 
  

 
608 Cf. Thacker, “Bede’s Idea of the English.”  
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Chapter 4 – The people as overarching 
community: Bede and the Gregorian plan 
for the ecclesia Anglorum 
 
 

Introduction 
The previous chapter has argued that the apostolic status accorded to Gregory 
encouraged the leaders of the early Anglo-Saxon church to follow his plan for the church’s 
episcopal organization. One of the most outspoken and enthusiastic supporters of 
Gregory was Bede, the Northumbrian monk and scholar (672/3-735).609 Bede was born in 
the territory of the twin monasteries of Wearmouth and Jarrow that would become his 
life-long home, and at the age of seven was given to the monasteries’ founder, Benedict 
Biscop, to be educated.610 He was ordained deacon at the age of nineteen and priest at the 
age of thirty. It was around this time that he published the earliest of his works. By the 
time he reached his early forties, Bede had made a name for himself as a scholar. He had 
completed commentaries on Revelation, Acts, Luke, and possibly also of the Song of 
Songs and Proverbs. He had also versified the anonymous Life of Cuthbert and reworked 
Adomnán of Iona’s On the Holy Places.611 The composition of these latter works 
demonstrates that he was, from the beginning of his authorial career, engaging with the 
works of contemporary authors as well as with the patristic literature on which he drew in 
his exegetical work. Modern scholars have taken this engagement as a key to 

 
609 On Bede’s reception of Gregory’s exegesis, see Ansgar Willmes, “Bedas Bibelauslegung,” Archiv 
für Kulturgeschichte 44 (1962): 281-314; Paul Meyvaert, Bede and Gregory the Great, Jarrow 
Lecture (Jarrow: St Paul’s Church, 1964); Scott DeGregorio, “The Venerable Bede and Gregory the 
Great: exegetical connections, spiritual departures,” Early Medieval Europe 18, no. 1 (2010): 43-60. 
On Bede’s use of Gregorian ideas and models in his historiography, see Daniel Anlezark, “Gregory 
the Great: Reader, Writer and Read,” SCH 48 (2012): 12-34, at 24-9. On the influence of Gregory on 
Bede’s eschatology, see Peter Darby, Bede and the End of Time, 147-63. Two general introductions 
to Bede, his works, and his world are George Hardin Brown, A Companion to Bede (Woodbridge: 
Boydell Press, 2010); Scott DeGregorio, ed., The Cambridge Companion to Bede (Cambridge; New 
York: Cambridge University Press, 2010). 
610 Bede gave an account of his life in HE V.24 (566). Mayke de Jong, In Samuel’s Image: Child 
Oblation in the Early Medieval West (Leiden; New York; Cologne: Brill, 1996), 48-9, discusses 
whether the young Bede would have been considered an oblate. 
611 Conor O’Brian, Bede’s Temple, xix-xx. 
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understanding his works of history and hagiography. In a highly influential chapter of his 
book The Narrators of Barbarian History, Walter Goffart argued that Bede’s 
Ecclesiastical History furthered a very specific agenda, in opposition to the agenda of a 
party within the Northumbrian church that had rallied around the figure of Wilfrid.612 
Although Goffart’s specific arguments have not been universally accepted, the basic idea – 
which Goffart in turn credits to D.P. Kirby – that Bede must be understood as one voice 
in an ongoing debate in early Northumbria between competing groups or centres, has 
found wide acceptance. Bede’s Ecclesiastical History is now often placed alongside 
roughly contemporary works in comparison, as are his other hagiographical and 
historiographical projects.613 Such studies reveal Bede as an author very much attuned to 
the debates of his day, possessing clearly articulated ideas about the organization of the 
church, and willing to make use of the opportunities afforded him as a respected scholar to 
advocate for his ideals.614 
 

 
612 Walter Goffart, The Narrators of Barbarian History (A.D. 550–800): Jordanes, Gregory of Tours, 
Bede, and Paul the Deacon (Notre Dame: University of Notre Dame Press, 1988), 235-328. Nicholas 
Higham has rejected Goffart’s interpretation, N.J. Higham, (Re-) Reading Bede: The Ecclesiastical 
History in Context (Abingdon; New York: Routledge, 2006), 58-69. 
613 E.g. Higham, (Re-)Reading Bede and Vicky Gunn, Bede’s Historiae: Genre, Rhetoric and the 
Construction of the Anglo-Saxon Church History (Woodbridge: Boydell, 2009), 36-67 (on the 
contexts of the Ecclesiastical History); D.P. Kirby, “Bede, Eddius Stephanus” (comparing Bede and 
Stephen’s Life of Wilfrid); Simon Coates, “Ceolfrid: history, hagiography and memory in seventh-
and eighth-century Wearmouth–Jarrow,” Journal of Medieval History 25, no. 2 (1999): 69-86 
(comparing Bede’s History of the Abbots to the anonymous Life of Ceolfrith); Barrow, “How Coifi 
Pierced Christ’s Side,” and Rix, “Northumbrian Angels in Rome” (comparing episodes from the 
Ecclesiastical History to the anonymous Whitby Life of Gregory). 
614 Alan Thacker, “Bede and History,” in The Cambridge Companion to Bede, ed. Scott DeGregorio 
(Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 2010), 170-89, at 183; George Hardin Brown, “Bede both 
Subject and Superior to the Episcopacy,” in Envisioning the Bishop: Images and the Episcopacy in 
the Middle Ages, ed. Sigrid Danielson and Evan A. Gatti, Medieval Church Studies 29 (Turnhout: 
Brepols, 2014), 91-102, at 91-2; N.J. Higham, “Bede's agenda in Book IV of the Ecclesiastical 
History of the English People: a tricky matter of advising the king,” JEH 64, no. 3 (2013): 476-493. 
Bede’s later exegetical works have also been shown to speak to the situation in contemporary 
Northumbria: Scott DeGregorio, “Bede’s In Ezram et Neemiam: a document in church reform?” in 
Bède le Vénérable. Entre tradition et posterité, ed. Stephane Lebecq, Michel Perrin, and Olivier 
Szerwiniack, Histoire et littérature de l’Europe du Nord-Ouest 34 (Lille: Université Charles de 
Gaulle, 2005), 97-108, “Bede’s In Ezram et Neemiam and the Reform of the Northumbrian Church,” 
Speculum 79, no. 1 (2004): 1-25, and “Nostrorum socordiam temporum: the reforming impulse of 
Bede’s later exegesis,” Early Medieval Europe 2 (2002): 107-122.  
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Bede’s role in developing and spreading Gregory’s idea of the gens Anglorum has already 
been the subject of a large body of scholarship.615 This chapter examines Bede’s 
engagement with Gregory’s plan for the organization of the church in Britain.616 I argue 
that, out of profound respect for Gregory as the founding father of the English church, 
Bede promoted the realization of his original scheme for its organization, featuring 
twenty-four diocesan bishops under the leadership of two metropolitans. The pursuit of 
this Gregorian vision meant that Bede could not, as Barbara Yorke has suggested, have 
held the ideal that each gens should correspond to a kingdom and to a bishopric. Yorke 
argued that “the natural order to Bede, following conversion, was an equation of gens, 
regnum and bishopric”.617 In what follows, I argue that while Bede considered the 
correspondence of people, kingdom and bishopric the normal and expected state of 
affairs, he was not committed to this correspondence as an ideal in itself. To the contrary, 
at various points in his works it becomes clear that he felt this correspondence could and 
should be surrendered in order to achieve a better provision of pastoral care, or in pursuit 
of the realization of Gregory’s organizational plan for the Anglo-Saxon church. The first 
three sections of this chapter treat Bede’s ideas about the relationship between bishopric 
and gens as revealed in three of his works – his Life of Cuthbert, his Letter to Ecgberht, 
and finally his Ecclesiastical History. The following sections turn from the bishopric to 
the archbishopric. While some scholars have suggested that Bede wanted to see the gens 
Anglorum given institutional expression as an ecclesiastical province, I highlight his 
advocacy for the establishment of a second metropolitan see in the North, which would 

 
615 Wormald, “Bede, the Bretwaldas and the origins of the gens Anglorum”; Wormald, “The 
Venerable Bede and the Church of the English”; Brooks, Bede and the English; Brooks, 
“Canterbury, Rome, and the Construction of English Identity”; Brooks, “English Identity from 
Bede to the Millennium”; Foot, “The making of Angelcynn”; Harris, Race and Ethnicity, 45-78; 
Windy A. McKinney, “Creating a gens Anglorum: Social and Ethnic Identity in Anglo-Saxon 
England through the Lens of Bede’s Historia Ecclesiastica,” doctoral thesis (University of York, 
Centre for Medieval Studies, 2011). Alan Thacker has argued for a nuanced understanding of what 
Bede meant when he wrote about the Angli and advanced the thesis that “far from providing a fixed 
starting point in the remorseless drive towards English unity, Bede’s deployment of that term was 
contingent and unstable and indeed in his mind seems to have become less rather than more widely 
focused as he completed his History.” Thacker, “Bede’s Idea of the English,” 16. 
616 On how Bede’s pastoral ideals were inspired by Gregory, see Alan Thacker, “Bede’s Ideal of 
Reform,” in Ideal and Reality in Frankish and Anglo-Saxon Society, ed. P. Wormald, D. Bullough, 
and R. Collins (Oxford: Blackwell, 1983), 130-153, at 133-46. 
617 Yorke, “Anglo-Saxon Gentes and Regna,” 390-1; cf. Barbara Yorke, “The Jutes of Hampshire 
and Wight and the origins of Wessex,” in The Origins of the Anglo-Saxon Kingdoms, ed. Steven 
Bassett (London; New York: Leicester University Press, 1989), 84-96.  
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undo the correspondence between gens and province. Again, the gens therefore 
functioned as an overarching category that included multiple administrative units. 
However, Bede’s ideas about gentes did modify Gregory’s scheme in one important 
respect. As Conrad Leyser has pointed out, Gregory himself did not intend to make policy 
or build institutions that would shape the medieval church, whether in Britain or 
elsewhere, because he was convinced that the world was soon to end.618 Nevertheless, 
early medieval readers eagerly mined Gregory’s works for authoritative insights into 
various questions of church administration. In the process, Gregory’s own intentions 
could be lost or transformed. Bede subtly modified Gregory’s scheme in several ways, and 
it is here argued that one such modification was the exclusion of the Britons, Picts and 
Irish from the hierarchy headed by the archbishops Canterbury, so that Gregory’s scheme 
was applied to the ecclesia Anglorum rather than to Britain. 
 

The Prose Life of Cuthbert 
Bede’s prose Life of Cuthbert (c. 721) provides us one of the earliest windows onto his 
ideas about episcopacy and the diocesan organization of contemporary Anglo-Saxon 
England.619 It stands in relation to at least two earlier works by other Northumbrian 
authors: Stephen’s Life of Wilfrid, and the earlier Life of Cuthbert by a monk of 
Lindisfarne, to which Stephen’s work was in turn a reaction. As an answer to these earlier 
works, Bede’s Life of Cuthbert has been interpreted in multiple ways.620 For instance, 
Clare Stancliffe has argued that it seeks to provide an alternative to the “clerical” model of 
episcopacy espoused by the “Wilfridian” party. In promoting Cuthbert, Stancliffe argues, 

 
618 Conrad Leyser, “The memory of Gregory the Great and the making of Latin Europe, 600–1000,” 
in Making Early Medieval Societies: Conflict and Belonging in the Latin West, 300-1200, ed. Kate 
Cooper and Conrad Leyser (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 2016), 181-201, at 183-4. 
619 Colgrave, ed. and trans., Two Lives of St. Cuthbert. 
620 See especially Alan Thacker, “Lindisfarne and the Origins of the Cult of St Cuthbert,” in St 
Cuthbert: His Cult and His Community to A.D. 1200, ed. edited by Gerald Bonner, David Rollason 
and Clare Stancliffe (Woodbridge: Boydell, 1989), 103-122; Alan Thacker, “Shaping the Saint: 
Rewriting Tradition in the Early Lives of St Cuthbert,” in The Introduction of Christianity into the 
Early Medieval Insular World, Converting the Isles I, ed. Roy Flechner and Máire Ní Mhaonaigh 
(Turnhout: Brepols, 2016), 399-429; David P. Kirby, “The genesis of a cult: Cuthbert of Farne and 
ecclesiastical politics in Northumbria in the late seventh and early eighth centuries,” JEH 46, no. 3 
(1995): 383-397; Simon J. Coates, “The bishop as pastor and solitary: Bede and the spiritual 
authority of the monk-bishop,” JEH 47, no. 4 (1996): 601-619; Clare Stancliffe, “Disputed 
Episcopacy: Bede, Acca, and the Relationship between Stephen’s Life of St Wilfrid and the Early 
Prose Lives of St Cuthbert,” ASE 41 (2012): 7–39. 
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Bede was reaffirming the ideal of monastic episcopacy, shaped by both Roman and Irish 
influences, which Cuthbert represented.621 But Bede’s Life of Cuthbert does not only offer 
a portrait of an ideal bishop, it also reveals Bede’s ideas about the bishopric as an 
institution. Bede’s hagiography of Cuthbert raised the profile of the saint and his see, and 
thus strengthened the position of the bishopric of Lindisfarne, of which Cuthbert had 
been the bishop. This is significant, because Bede wrote at a time when Lindisfarne’s 
position was quite probably precarious.622 D.P. Kirby has suggested that Acca of Hexham 
(bishop 710-731, died 737x740) might have hoped to abolish the Lindisfarne bishopric, 

 
621 Stancliffe, “Disputed episcopacy,” 30; Mayr-Harting, Coming of Christianity, 130-9. 
622 Stancliffe, “Disputed Episcopacy,” 24-5, 32-5. 

8: Northumbrian episcopal sees in the time of Bede. © 2019, Mappa Mundi Cartography 
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bringing it under the authority of Hexham and thus (re)creating a single bishopric for the 
Bernician people.623 Stancliffe explains why such an arrangement would have been 
attractive to Acca:  

A larger, united Bernician bishopric would provide the wealth which Acca could 
put to good use, and it would restore the common Anglo-Saxon pattern of one 
bishop per kingdom, albeit accepting the division of Northumbria into its 
component kingdoms of Bernicia and Deira.624 

The wishes of the royal house may also have run along these lines. Higham has suggested 
that, following the synod of Whitby, “the Northumbrian kings seem to have intended that 
there should be two bishops, one for the Bernicians, effectively maintaining the tradition 
of the Scottish Church in all but name, and one at York, where Paulinus’s see was to be 
resurrected for the Deirans.”625 Bede, aware that his compatriots’ desire for a close 
integration of ethnic and ecclesiastical categories might lead to attempts to make 
Lindisfarne subject to Hexham, used his Life of Cuthbert to push back against such 
(potential) attempts. Catherine Cubitt has noticed that Bede’s Life of Cuthbert, when 
compared to the earlier anonymous version, does more to associate Cuthbert with his see 
and cult site at Lindisfarne and thus “effectively relocated his cult from the Northumbrian 
landscape to the holy islands of Farne and Lindisfarne.”626 In cementing the links between 
Cuthbert – arguably early Northumbria’s most venerated saint – and the see of 
Lindisfarne, as well as celebrating Cuthbert as the epitome of episcopal sanctity, Bede’s 
Life would have sent a clear signal that Lindisfarne deserved to remain an episcopal see. 
 
Bede was, however, careful not to exult Lindisfarne so much as to tip the balance the other 
way. His own monastery was part of the bishopric of Hexham, and his relationship with 
his diocesan bishop, Acca, was a warm one.627 Joseph McMullen has published a detailed 
study of Bede’s Life of Cuthbert alongside the earlier anonymous Life of the saint, 

 
623 Kirby, “The Genesis of a Cult,” 395; Stancliffe, “Disputed Episcopacy,” 25. 
624 Stancliffe, “Disputed Episcopacy,” 32. 
625 N.J. Higham, “Bede and the Early English Church,” in Leaders of the Anglo-Saxon Church: 
From Bede to Stigand, ed. Alexander R. Rumble, Publications of the Manchester Centre for Anglo-
Saxon Studies 12 (Woodbridge: Boydell & Brewer, 2012), 25-40, at 33. 
626 Catherine Cubitt, “Memory and Narrative in the Cult of Early Anglo- Saxon Saints,” in The Uses 
of the Past in the Early Middle Ages, ed. Y. Hen and M. Innes (Cambridge: Cambridge University 
Press, 2000), 29–66, at 46. 
627 Paul Hilliard, “Acca of Hexham through the eyes of the Venerable Bede,” Early Medieval Europe 
26, no. 4 (2018): 440-61. 
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situating both within the literary context of early insular hagiography. One feature of this 
hagiographical tradition was that the mention of place-names was used to lay claim to 
territory for the paruchiae of the saints and their successors.628 By placing the saint in a 
particular locale, especially if he could be shown founding a church or monastery, 
ordaining a cleric, providing pastoral care, or performing a miracle, that place was drawn 
into the saint’s sphere of influence. McMullen argues that the anonymous author of the 
earliest Life of Cuthbert (699x705) also used this strategy,  

to claim churches, monasteries, and lands for the Lindisfarne paruchia. Indeed, 
by placing Cuthbert in villages or at monasteries outside of Lindisfarne’s 
recognized diocesan bounds, the anonymous author also seems to be attempting 
to enlarge Lindisfarne’s sphere of influence by, in effect, redrawing the 
ecclesiastical map.629 

This was possible because, “as bishop, Cuthbert carried a connection to Lindisfarne with 
him wherever he went.”630 By explicitly positioning Cuthbert in pastoral relation to places 
nearer to other episcopal sees, “the anonymous author uses the landscape to make wider 
claims about the jurisdiction of the Lindisfarne bishopric.”631 McMullen further shows 
that, in reworking the material provided by the anonymous author of the earlier Life of 
Cuthbert, Bede sought to correct what he saw as an overambitious streak in the 
anonymous, by excising  place-names that connected Cuthbert to locations outside (what 
Bede believed to be) the boundaries of the Lindisfarne diocese.632 Perhaps something of 
this approach carried over into his Ecclesiastical History. Helen Lawson, in a network 
analysis of the Ecclesiastical History, has shown the bishops of Lindisfarne to be poorly 
connected in Bede’s narrative, even though Lindisfarne itself is very central.633 Bede thus 
seems at once to have acknowledged and resisted the underlying logic of works like the 
anonymous Life of Cuthbert, that a bishopric was defined by the sphere of the bishop’s 
pastoral activity. He acknowledged this logic by being careful about where he located 
Cuthbert, restricting the named places in which Cuthbert ministered in order to avoid 

 
628 Joseph A. McMullen, “Rewriting the ecclesiastical landscape of early medieval Northumbria in the 
Lives of Cuthbert,” ASE 43 (2014): 57-98, at 84-89. 
629 McMullen, “Rewriting the Landscape,” 73. 
630 McMullen, “Rewriting the Landscape,” 75. 
631 McMullen, “Rewriting the Landscape,” 76. 
632 McMullen, “Rewriting the Landscape,” 59, 64. 
633 Helen Lawson, “Social Network Analysis and Bede,” presented to the International Medieval 
Congress, Leeds (UK) on 7 July 2016. (The reverse holds true of Hexham: Acca and especially 
Wilfrid are well connected, but Hexham itself is not well connected.) 
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appearing to make claims for the bishopric of Lindisfarne that he did not wish to make. At 
the same time, he resisted this logic precisely by the application of independently 
formulated criteria regarding where it would be appropriate for Cuthbert to minister in an 
episcopal capacity. Places that were, by Bede’s time or in Bede’s view, located in another 
bishopric, were excluded. This approach demonstrates that Bede assumed the existence 
of diocesan boundaries that were territorial in nature and had little to do with the actual 
pastoral practices of specific bishops. 
 
In taking this more territorial approach, Bede was adopting the same stance as Theodore, 
expressed at the council of Hertford (672) in the ruling “That no bishop intrude into the 
diocese (parrochia) of another bishop, but that he should be content with the government 
of the people (plebs) committed to his charge.”634 Where diocesan boundaries lay, 
however, is not easily discovered from contemporary evidence. 635 Kirby has argued that 
major rivers formed the most natural and “the most important early boundaries” in 
Anglo-Saxon England.636 He identifies the Tees as the limit between Bernicia and Deira, 
and notes that the Tyne may have been an internal boundary within Bernicia.637 He also 
suggests that the later boundaries formed by Derwent and Ouse “may go back to pre-
Viking times”.638 David Rollason agrees that the boundary between Deira and Bernicia 
was probably “on the River Tees, or at least in its region,” perhaps following “the 
southern watershed of the river rather than its course.”639 The limits of the diocese of 
Hexham may have been formed by the Tees and Aln rivers.640 Rollason concludes that 
“Diocesan boundaries, with the possible exception of the putative boundary of the see of 
Hexham along the River Tees with Deira and possibly with Cumbria, cannot be shown to 
follow political frontiers in Northumbria.”641 Some recent work has advanced the view 

 
634 Vt nullus episcoporum parrochiam alterius inuadat, sed contentus sit gubernatione creditae sibi 
plebis. HE IV.5 (350-1). 
635 The earliest explicit accounts of diocesan boundaries in Anglo-Saxon England are from the 
eleventh century. Florian Mazel, L’Évêque et le territoire: L'invention médiévale de l'espace (Ve-
XIIIe siècle) (Paris: Seuil, 2016), 269-70. 
636 D.P. Kirby, The Making of Early England (London: B.T. Batsford, 1967), 240.  
637 Kirby, Making of Early England, 241-2. 
638 Kirby, Making of Early England, 241. 
639 David Rollason, Northumbria, 500-1100: Creation and Destruction of a Kingdom (Cambridge: 
Cambridge University Press, 2003), 44. 
640 Rollason, Northumbria, 44-45. McMullen, “Rewriting the Landscape,” 92-3, accepts these 
boundaries. 
641 Rollason, Northumbria, 45. 
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that all but the largest waterways, far from acting as natural boundaries, were natural 
centres of settlement, and that the boundaries between populations would have been the 
sparsely settled higher ground.642 If rivers did act as diocesan boundaries in early 
Northumbria, it is possible that they cut across, rather than followed, social and political 
boundaries.643 The need for bishops to operate across such boundaries may have posed 
significant practical challenges.644 The felt need for legislation against trespassing bishops 
suggests that diocesan boundaries were not always respected in the early Anglo-Saxon 
church, and perhaps this had something to do with their misalignment with 
contemporary political zones.645 
 
Bede’s favourable view of both the bishoprics of Hexham and Lindisfarne indicates that he 
thought the Bernician gens ought to have more than one bishop. The correspondence 
between gens and bishopric was further eroded by Bede’s promotion of a model of the 
bishopric that was more geographically than socially defined. In his Life of Cuthbert, we 
begin to see that Bede preferred a situation in which there were more, rather than fewer, 
bishoprics in contemporary Northumbria. When he wrote this Life in or around 720, the 
prevailing opinion among both secular and ecclesiastical elites may have been exactly the 
opposite: that the Northumbrian kingdom possessed too many bishoprics, and 
consolidation and alignment with the Bernician and Deiran gentes was desired. By the end 
of his life, however, Bede apparently believed that he could count upon the support of the 
bishop of York in not only maintaining the existing number of bishoprics, but adding 
more. 

 
642  Tom Williamson, Environment, Society and Landscape in Early Medieval England: Time and 
Topography (Woodbridge: Boydell, 2013), 55-8. On rivers as facilitators of communication and 
exchange rather than obstacles, see David A. E. Pelteret, “The role of rivers and coastlines in 
shaping Early English history,” Haskins Society Journal 21 (2010): 21-46. 
643 Rivers did sometimes act as kingdom boundaries, see Nicholas Higham, “Northumbria’s 
Southern Frontier: A Review,” Early Medieval Europe 14, no. 4 (2006): 391-418, on the Mersey as the 
boundary between Mercia and Northumbria, and Tom Lambert, “Frontier Law in Anglo-Saxon 
England,” in Crossing Borders: Boundaries and Margins in Medieval and Early Modern Britain: 
Essays in Honour of Cynthia J. Neville, ed. Sara M. Butler and Krista J. Kesselring (Leiden, Boston: 
Brill, 2018), 21-42, at 22-23, on river boundaries between the English and the Danes and between the 
English and the Welsh in later Anglo-Saxon England. 
644 Thomas Pickles, Kingship, Society, and the Church in Anglo-Saxon Yorkshire, Medieval History 
and Archaeology (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 2018), 111. 
645 In the late seventh century, Surrey was part of the East Saxon diocese of London, but was 
controlled by the West Saxon kings. This caused considerable tension, ultimately resolved by the 
transfer of the region to the diocese of Winchester. Yorke, Kings and Kingdoms, 46, 49. 
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The Letter to Ecgberht 
Bede’s hopes for the Northumbrian church are expressed most explicitly in a letter he 
wrote to Ecgberht of York in the autumn of 734.646 Ecgberht was Bede’s former pupil and 
had, so Bede recalled in the opening lines of the letter, spent some time with Bede at a 
monastic retreat near York, where the two had enjoyed reading and conversing together. 
Ecgberht had invited Bede to visit again the following year, but Bede now wrote to inform 
him that he would not be able to make the journey on account of his ill health. (Bede 
would pass away in the spring of the following year.) Instead, he composed an exhortatory 
letter addressing concerns he had hoped to discuss in person; foremost among them were 
the best organization of the Northumbrian church and the worrisome proliferation of 
(what Bede considered to be) false monasteries. After several paragraphs of exhortations 
of a more personal nature – urging Ecgberht to surround himself with godly men and not 
to neglect his duty to teach and set an example of righteous living – Bede turned to 
questions regarding the provision of pastoral care and the organization of the church: 

Furthermore, because the places in the diocese (diocesis) you guide are too 
widespread for you to be able to travel to them all and preach the word of God in 
every single hamlet and farmstead by yourself, even making use of the course of a 
whole year, it is absolutely necessary that you should acquire more helpers for 
yourself in your holy labour, that is, by ordaining priests and appointing teachers 
who in each little village can set about preaching God’s word and celebrating the 
mysteries of heaven, and especially carrying out the duty of holy baptism when 
opportunity arises.647 

He went on to note that there were many places that did not receive adequate care. Bede’s 
proposed solution was the creation of more (and smaller) dioceses. This he believed 
Ecgberht would be able to accomplish with the help of King Ceolwulf (729-737), who was 
Ecgberht’s cousin and, in Bede’s estimation, a devout man. Bede appealed explicitly to 
Gregory’s plan for the organization of the Anglo-Saxon church, which included the 

 
646 Grocock and Wood, eds. and trans., Abbots, 123-61. 
647 Et quia latiora sunt spatia locorum quae ad gubernacula tuae diocesis pertinent, quam ut solus 
per omnia discurrere et in singulis uiculis atque agellis uerbum Dei praedicare, etiam anni totius 
emenso curriculo, sufficias, necessarium satis est, ut plures tibi sacri operis adiutores asciscas, 
presbyteros uidelicet ordinando atque instituendo doctores qui in singulis uiculis praedicando Dei 
uerbo et consecrandis mysteriis caelestibus, ac maxime peragendi sacri baptismatis officiis, ubi 
opprtunitas ingruerit, insistat. Grocock and Wood, eds. and trans., Abbots, 130-1. 
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establishment of an independent province in the North, overseen by the metropolitan of 
York, and consisting of twelve bishoprics. 

For this reason I would like you to give him considered advice so that in your time 
you can see to establishing our race’s Church in better condition [than] it has 
been in up to now. Now as I see it this cannot be done any more thoroughly than 
if more bishops are ordained for our race …. And when the holy Pope Gregory 
was wondering about the faith of our people … in letters sent to the most blessed 
Archbishop Augustine he decreed that twelve bishops were to be ordained for it 
after they had come to the faith, and that the bishop of York must be the 
metropolitan over them when he had received his pallium from the apostolic see. 
I would like you, holy father, with the support of the aforementioned pious king, 
beloved of God, to strive now with every effort to make up that number of 
bishops, so that as the number of teachers grows larger the Church of Christ may 
be more perfectly instructed in those matters which affect the observance of holy 
religion.648  

Since there were four bishoprics in Northumbria at the time of Bede’s writing – with their 
sees at York, Lindisfarne, Hexham and Whithorn – making up the number of bishops 
foreseen by Gregory would amount to the creation of nine new bishoprics.649 
 
This would be no easy task: it would rival the reforms of Theodore in scope, who had 
succeeded during his long archiepiscopate (669-690) in multiplying the number of 
Northumbrian bishops from one to four. Bede’s hopes for twelve diocesans in the 
Northumbrian church thus appear ambitious to the point of being unrealistic. The 
driving force behind them was Gregory’s scheme, which also showed little awareness of 
the realities of early medieval Britain: Bassett has suggested that Gregory may have 

 
648 Quapropter uelim sollerter illum ammoneas ut in deibus uestris statum nostrae gentis 
ecclesiasticum in melius quam hactenus fuerat instaurare curetis. Quod non alio magis, ut mihi 
uidetur, potest ordine perfici quam si plures nostrae genti consecrentur antistites .... Nam et 
sanctus papa Gregorius cum de fide nostrae gentis quae adhuc futura et conseruata erat in Christo 
ad batissimum archiepiscopum Augustinum missis litteris disputaret, duodecim in ea episcopos, 
postquam ad fidem uenirent ordinandos esse decreuit; in quibus Eboracensis antistes accepto a sede 
apostolica pallio metropolitanus esse deberet. Quem profecto numerum episcoporum uelim modo 
tua sancta paternitas, patrocinante praesidio piissimi ac Deo dilecti regis praefati, sollerter implere 
contendat, quatinus abundante cultum sacrae religionis pertinent instituatur. Grocock and Wood, 
eds. and trans., Abbots, 138-141. 
649 Bede, HE V.23 (558-60). The see of Whithorn had been recently established in the Anglo-Saxon 
church, but revived an older site founded by the British missionary Ninian: HE III.4 (222). 
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depend on a tradition that Britain possessed twenty-eight cities, as reported by Gildas and 
repeated by Bede.650 But if Gregory had assumed that episcopal sees would be located in 
cities, Bede did not follow him in this assumption. He wrote in his letter to Ecgberht that 
an ecclesiastical council, supported by the authority of the king, should select appropriate 
locations for the new episcopal sees, noting that it would be best to choose “some 
monastic location” (locus aliquis monasteriorum) and allow the abbot and monks of that 
monastery to choose the new bishop from among themselves.651 The problem, in Bede’s 
opinion, was that “through the carelessness of earlier kings and extremely foolish grants 
of land it is now the case that an unallocated place where a new episcopal see ought to be 
set up may not be easy to find.”652 The greatest obstacle to the realization of Bede’s hopes 
for the Northumbrian episcopate was thus posed by a lack of available resources due to the 
overgenerous grants of the past.653 Bishops needed financial and material support, which 
meant that they needed land. In addition to the land that would supply their regular needs 
and those of their cathedral communities, they required access to and perhaps ownership 
of a network of estates which could host them as they travelled, sometimes with a 
retinue.654 Bede’s proposed solution was to make use of land already given to the church, 
but to place these monasteries under episcopal rather than lay control.655  
 
Even with the transfer of resources to the episcopate, the division of Northumbria’s 
existing bishoprics could be expected to reduce the power and wealth of their bishops. 
The question of what standard of living was appropriate for a bishop was a live one in 
Bede’s day. Wilfrid had famously amassed and displayed vast wealth, provoking a range of 

 
650 Steven Bassett, “Churches in Worcester Before and After the Conversion of the Anglo-Saxons,” 
The Antiquaries Journal 69, no. 2 (1989): 225-56, at 223-8. 
651 Grocock and Wood, eds. and trans., Abbots, 140-143. 
652 … per incuriam regum praecedentium donationesque stultissimas factum est ut non facile locus 
uacans ubi sedes episcopalis noua fieri debeat inueniri ualeat. Grocock and Wood, eds. and trans., 
Abbots, 140-1. 
653 On such grants of land for the foundation of monasteries in early Anglo-Saxon England, see 
Susan Wood, The Proprietary Church in the Early Medieval West (Oxford: Oxford University 
Press, 2006), 152-60; Ian Wood, “Entrusting Western Europe to the Church, 400-750,” TRHS, 
sixth series, 23 (2013): 37–73, at 52-7. 
654 Pickles, Kingship, Society, and the Church, 109-10; Julia Barrow, “Way-Stations on English 
Episcopal Itineraries, 700–1300,” EHR 127, no. 526 (2012): 549–565. 
655 Blair, Church in Anglo-Saxon Society, 100-11. 



165 
  

responses that included admiration, envy, and distaste.656 Bede addressed what he saw as 
an unseemly episcopal appetite for wealth head-on in his letter to Ecgberht: 

For I have heard … that many of our race’s villages and hamlets are located in 
out-of-the-way, hilly places and thick woodland, where in the passage of many 
years a bishop has never been seen … who can confirm those baptized by laying 
on of hands …. There is no greater reason for all this bad behaviour than greed …. 
For when a bishop, driven by love of money, has included in the title of his 
bishopric a bigger section of the people than he can possibly by any reckoning 
visit to preach there or even pass through in the course of a year, it is perfectly 
clear that he is putting in place a deadly peril both for himself and for those to 
whom he has been appointed with the spurious title of spiritual overseer.657 

Towards the end of the letter, Bede admitted: 
I know that not a few will vehemently disagree with this advice of mine, and 
especially those men who feel that they are themselves ensnared by these crimes 
which I urge you to shun. … After all, God’s command is ‘sell what you own and 
give alms’, and ‘unless a man forsakes everything he owns he cannot become my 
disciple’. But the modern custom of some who proclaim themselves as the 

 
656 David Pelteret has argued that Wilfrid thought of his episcopal office in terms borrowed from 
Germanic ideals of lordship, pointing to his interest in accruing, displaying, and distributing wealth 
and power which was in sharp contrast with the more ascetic episcopal ideal favored among the Irish 
monastic foundations of Northumbria. David Pelteret, “Saint Wilfrid: tribal bishop, civic bishop or 
Germanic lord?” in The community, the family and the saint: patterns of power in Early Medieval 
Europe, ed. Joyce Hill and Mary Swan (Turnhout: Brepols,1998), 159-180. An approving stance is, 
unsurprisingly, taken by Wilfrid’s biographer Stephen. Scott Thompson Smith has remarked upon 
Stephen’s “conflation of the proprietary and the sacred”, in which “Wilfrid’s monastic network 
represents his sacred legacy”. Scott Thompson Smith, “Inextricabilis dissensio: Property, Dispute, 
and Sanctity in the Vita S. Wilfridi,” Mediaeval Studies 74 (2012): 163-196, at 165, 192. But 
monasteries were often economic powerhouses, so that Stephen’s consistent presentation of 
Wilfrid’s monastic foundations as his personal possessions had significant material as well as 
spiritual implications. On monasteries in the economy: J.R. Maddicott, “Prosperity and Power in 
the Age of Bede and Beowulf (Raleigh Lecture on History),” Proceedings of the British Academy 117 
(2002): 49–71, at 59-60; Foot, Monastic Life, 120-134. Stephen records that the rulers of 
Northumbria were provoked to jealousy by Wilfrid’s riches: VW 24 (48). 
657 Audiuimus enim … quia multae uillae ac uiculi nostrae gentis in montibus sint inaccessis ac 
saltibus dumosis positi, ubi numquam multis transeuntibus annis sit uisus antistes … qui manus 
impositione baptizatos confirmet …. Cuius totius facinoris nulla magis quam auaritia causa est. … 
Cum enim antistes, dictante amore pecuniae, maiorem populi partem quam ulla ratione per totum 
anni spatium peragrare praedicando aut circuire ualuerit in nomen sui praesulatus assumpserit, 
satis exitiabile et sibimet ipsi et illis quibus falso praesulis nomine praelatus est comprobatur 
concinnare periculum. Grocock and Wood, eds. and trans., Abbots, 134-9. 



166 
  

servants of God is not only not to sell what they own but even to acquire what 
they did not have!658 

Bede’s letter is extant in only three copies, and George Hardin Brown has suggested that 
perhaps so few survive exactly because the letter’s ideas were unpopular among Bede’s 
early readers.659 Brown proposes that the letter’s insistence on episcopal control over 
monasteries may have been especially poorly received, but the same may be true of Bede’s 
stern rejection of episcopal wealth. Bede’s own ideal was that bishops and their 
communities should live simply, and in his Ecclesiastical History he praised Aidan, who 
“neither sought after nor cared for worldly possessions” (Nihil enim huius mundi 
quaerere, nil amare curabat), and “had no possessions of his own except the church and a 
small piece of land around it” (nil propriae possessionis excepta ecclesia sua et 
adiacentibus agellis habens).660 If all bishops could be persuaded to live as modestly as 
Aidan had, the establishment of new bishoprics in Northumbria would be much easier. 
 
Not all of the new bishoprics that Bede hoped would be formed – and perhaps none – 
would correspond neatly to a gens. This does not seem to have entered into Bede’s 
consideration at all. He did write in his letter of “gens nostra” – this, it is clear from the 
context, meant the Northumbrians. This may help explain why Bede was not heavily 
invested in the correspondence of these constituent peoples with a bishopric: it was at the 
level of the Northumbrian people as a whole that Bede wished to think about the provision 
of pastoral oversight. As we have seen, for some of Bede’s contemporaries, maintaining 
bishoprics for the Bernician and Deiran gentes remained desirable. Bede, however, 
resisted this coupling of bishoprics to smaller gentes. Not because ethnic communities 
were irrelevant to ecclesial organization, but because Bede prioritized some ethnic 
identities over others: in this case, the Northumbrian over the Bernician and Deiran. It 
was argued in Chapter 2 that Bede placed a greater emphasis on the Northumbrian gens 
than on the Bernician and Deiran gentes, because it was for the Northumbrian gens that 
he had a coherent and compelling conversion narrative. Bede’s monastic context may also 

 
658 Scio namque nonnullos huic nostrae exhortationi multum contradicturos, et maxime eos qui 
seipsos illis facinoribus, a quibus te prohibemus, esse sentiunt irretitos …. Mandatum quippe est 
Dei: ‘Vendite quae possidetis, et date elemosinam’ et: ‘Nisi quis renuntiauerit omnibus quae 
possidet, non potest meus esse discipulus.’ Traditio autem moderna est quorundam qui se Dei 
famulos esse profitentur non solum possessa non uendere uerum etiam comparare non habita. 
Grocock and Wood, eds. and trans., Abbots, 154-7. 
659 Brown, “Bede Subject and Superior,” 97-9. 
660 HE III.5 (226-7); HE III.17 (262-3). 
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have played its part, since, as Ian Wood has shown, monastic networks in early 
Northumbria cut across the Bernician/Deiran divide.661  In Bede’s view, bishoprics 
corresponding to the smaller ethnic categories could be dispensed with, if this was the 
best way to serve the interests of the larger gens and its church, as Gregory had long ago 
discerned. 
 

The Ecclesiastical History 
Bede’s flexibility on the point of correspondence between (the smaller) gentes and 
bishoprics is also revealed in his most famous work, the Ecclesiastical History. On the one 
hand, Bede frequently identified bishops by referencing the people they served: he did this 
for the East Angles, the East Saxons, the West Saxons (or Gewisse), the South Saxons, the 
Mercians, the Northumbrians, the people of Kent (Cantuarii), and the Middle Angles. If 
we also take into account bishops of “provinces” (provincia) that are designated as 
belonging to a particular ethnic group, we can add the Picts, Deirans, Bernicians, Hwicce 
and the people of Lindsey (Lindisfari) to that list. (See table. Instances where Bede is 
quoting source material are marked with an asterisk.) Some correspondence between gens 
and bishopric, therefore, does seem to be assumed. 
 

People / Province Reference Quote 

East Angles 
 

III.20 
(276) 

defuncto Felice Orientalium Anglorum episcopo 

III.25 
(296) 

quoque episcopis, Honorio Cantuariorum et Felice 
Orientalium Anglorum 

*IV.5 
(350) 

Bisi, Orientalium Anglorum episcopus 

IV.5 (352) Bisi autem episcopus Orientalium Anglorum 

Province of the East 
Angles 

V.23 (558) prouinciae Orientalium Anglorum Aldberct et 
Hadulac episcopi 

East Saxons 
 

III.22 
(282) 

fecit eum episcopum in gentem Orientalium 
Saxonum 

III.23 
(286) 

cum apud Orientales Saxones episcopatus officio 
fungeretur 

IV. cap 
(324) 

Earconuald Orientalibus Saxonibus sit episcopus 
datus 

IV.6 (354) Orientalibus Saxonibus ... Earconualdum 
constituit episcopum 

 
661 Ian Wood, “Monasteries and the Geography of Power in the Age of Bede,” Northern History 45, 
no. 1 (2008): 11-25. 
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Province of the East 
Saxons 
 

II.3 (142) Augustinus... ordinauit duos episcopos, Mellitum 
uidelicet et Iustum: Mellitum quidem ad 
praedicandum prouinciae Orientalium Saxonum 

V.23 (558) prouinciae Orientalium Saxonum Inguald 
episcopus 

Men of Kent 
 

III.25 
(296) 

quoque episcopis, Honorio Cantuariorum et Felice 
Orientalium Anglorum 

V.23 (558) in praesenti ecclesiis Cantuariorum Tatuini et 
Alduulf episcopi praesunt 

Mercians IV.6 (354) a Uynfrido Merciorum episcopo 

IV.12 
(368) 

ad Sexuulfum Merciorum antistitem 

IV.12 
(370) 

Sexuulfum, qui etiam Merciorum et 
Mediterraneorum Anglorum simul episcopus fuit 

Province of the Mercians 
 

*IV.5 
(350) 

Uynfrid episcopus prouinciae Merciorum 

IV. cap 
(324) 

prouinciae Merciorum sit episcopus datus 

V.23 (558) prouinciae Merciorum Alduini episcopus 

Mercians and Middle 
Angles 
 

III.21 
(280) 

factus est Diuma ... episcopus Mediterraneorum 
Anglorum, simul et Merciorum 

IV.12 
(370) 

Sexuulfum, qui etiam Merciorum et 
Mediterraneorum Anglorum simul episcopus fuit  

Province of the 
Mercians, Lindisfari and 
Middle Angles 

III.24 
(292) 

Primus autem in prouincia Merciorum, simul et 
Lindisfarorum ac Mediterraneorum Anglorum, 
factus est episcopus Diuma 

Province of the 
Lindisfari 
 

IV.12 
(370) 

Eadhaed in prouinciam Lindisfarorum ... 
ordinatur episcopus 

V.23 (558) prouinciae Lindisfarorum Cyniberct episcopus 
praeest 

Northumbrians 
 

*IV.5 
(350) 

Uilfrid, Nordanhymbrorum gentis episcopus 

IV.21 
(406) 

Paulini primi Nordanhymbrorum episcopi 

V.24 (562) Paulinus a Iusto archiepiscopo ordinatur genti 
Nordanhymbrorum antistes  

V.24 (564) Ceadda ac Uilfrid Nordanhymbrorum ordinantur 
episcopi 

Province of the 
Northumbrians 
 

III. cap 
(210) 

Uilfrid in Gallia, Ceadda apud Occidentales 
Saxones in prouinciam Nordanhymbrorum sint 
ordinati episcopi 

V.23 (558) prouinciae Nordanhymbrorum, cui rex Ceoluulf 
praeest, quattuor nunc episcopi praesulatum 
tenent 

Provinces of Deirans and 
Bernicians 

IV.12 
(370) 

duo in locum eius substituti episcopi, qui 
Nordanhymbrorum genti praeessent: Bosa 
uidelicet, qui Derorum, et Eata, qui Berniciorum 
prouinciam gubernaret 
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South Saxons V. cap 
(452) 

Australes Saxones episcopos acceperint 
Eadberctum et Eollan 

Province of the South 
Saxons 
 

V.23 (558) Prouincia Australium Saxonum iam aliquot annis 
absque episcopo manens ministerium sibi 
episcopale ab Occidentalium Saxonum antistite 
quaerit. 

West Saxons (or 
Gewisse) 
 

Praef. 3 (4) Danihel reuerentissimus Occidentalium Saxonum 
episcopus 

III.25 
(298) 

Agilberctus Occidentalium Saxonum episcopus 

*IV.5 
(350) 

Leutherius episcopus Occidentalium Saxonum 

IV.12 
(368) 

Quartus Occidentalium Saxonum antistes 
Leutherius fuit 

IV.15 
(380) 

ipsi episcopo Geuissorum, id est Occidentalium 
Saxonum 

IV.16 
(384) 

Danihelem, qui nunc Occidentalium Saxonum est 
episcopus 

V. cap 
(452) 

Occidentales [Saxones episcopos acceperint] 
Danihelem et Aldhelmum 

V.23 (558) Prouincia Australium Saxonum iam aliquot annis 
absque episcopo manens ministerium sibi 
episcopale ab Occidentalium Saxonum antistite 
quaerit. 

V.18 (512) antistes Occidentalium Saxonum Haeddi 

V.19 (522) Agilbercto episcopo Geuissorum 

Province of the West 
Saxons 
 

III.28 
(316) 

ad prouinciam Occidentalium Saxonum, ubi erat 
Uini episcopus episcopi 

V.23 (558) prouinciae Occidentalium Saxonum Danihel et 
Forthheri 

Province of the Hwicce 
 

IV.21 
(410) 

Quo tempore antistes prouinciae illius, uocabulo 
Bosel 

IV.21 
(410) 

In quam uidelicet prouinciam… Tatfrid … electus 
est antistes 

V.23 (558) prouinciae Huicciorum Uilfrid episcopus 

Province of the Picts IV.12 
(370) 

duos addidit antistites: Tunberctum … et 
Trumuini ad prouinciam Pictorum, quae tunc 
temporis Anglorum erat imperio subiecta 

 
 
On the other hand, the creation of additional sees that did not correspond to ethnic 
categories meant that such language could not always be relied upon to identify a bishop’s 
remit. In Northumbria, where the four existing bishoprics did not neatly correspond to a 
gens, Bede designated bishops according to the location of their sees: York, Hexham, 
Lindisfarne and Whithorn. Although Bede’s narrative suggests that Whithorn had 
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originally been established to serve the Picts, and was only later annexed to the 
Northumbrian church, by the time of writing it could be listed together with the others as 
one of “four bishops of the province of the Northumbrians” (prouinciae 
Nordanhymbrorum ... quattuor ... episcopi).662 His use of the construction “ecclesia uel 
gente Nordanhymbrorum” in the singular to identify the Northumbrian church and 
people, shows that for Bede the desire for multiple bishoprics did not mean that “the 
Northumbrians” as an ethnic and ecclesiastical unit had ceased to be relevant – it simply 
did not correspond to a bishopric.663  
 
Another context in which Bede identified bishops by their sees is Kent, where again one 
gens was served by multiple bishops, in this case with their sees at Canterbury and 
Rochester. Again, Bede identified the incumbents of both sees as “bishops in the churches 
of the people of Kent” (in ... ecclesiis Cantuariorum ...episcopi), and his use of the phrase 
ecclesia Cantuariorum (in the singular) in his Preface suggests that he still conceived of the 
Kentish church as a unit, despite its division into multiple bishoprics.664 Similarly, Bede 
recorded that “in the province of the West Saxons, Daniel and Forthere are bishops” 
(prouinciae Occidentalium Saxonum Danihel et Forthheri episcopi) – and consequently 
he styled Daniel “bishop of Winchester” (Danihele Uentano … antist[e]; Danihelem… 
episcopum Uentae ciuitatis).665 Bede did not style the two bishops of the East Angles with 
reference to their sees, but this is because did not discuss the church in East Anglia 

 
662 HE V.23 (558, my trans). Theodore’s ordination of three bishops to replace Wilfrid included 
“Trumuini ad prouinciam Pictorum, quae tunc temporis Anglorum erat imperio subiecta.” HE 
IV.12 (370). 
663 HE II.20 (202). Higham’s statement that Bede never mentions a “church of the Northumbrians” 
is therefore incorrect. Higham, “Bede and the Early English Church”, 31. 
664 HE V.23 (558); HE praef (2). Higham, “Bede and the Early English Church,” 31. 
665 HE V.23 (558); compare “the diocese of the city of Winchester” (ciuitatis Uentanae... parrochiam) 
HE V.18 (514). Prior to the creation of a new West-Saxon see at Sherborne, Bede could describe the 
bishop of Winchester as “the bishop of the Gewissae, that is, the West Saxons, whose see was in the 
city of Winchester” (episcopo Geuissorum, id est Occidentalium Saxonum, qui essent in Uenta 
ciuitate) HE IV.15 (380-1). Bede, however, twice calls Daniel “bishop of the West Saxons” when 
speaking of the situation at the time of writing: in the Preface (4-5), “Daniel, the esteemed bishop of 
the West Saxons who still survives” (Danihel reuerentissimus Occidentalium Saxonum episcopus, 
qui nunc usque superest), and in IV.16 (384-5), “Daniel, who is now bishop of the West Saxons” 
(Danihelem, qui nunc Occidentalium Saxonum est episcopus). 
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between his record of the division of the bishopric and his concluding overview, where he 
recorded: “in the province of the East Angles, Aldbert and Hadulac are bishops”.666 
 
Of a different nature is Bede’s occasional identification of the bishops of London by their 
see rather than by their links to a gens. While Cedd (c. 653-664?), Eorcenwald (c. 675-693) 
and Ingwald (705x716-745) are called bishops of the East Saxons (see the table above), 
Mellitus (604-617), Wine (666-672?) and Waldhere (693-705x716) are called bishops of 
London.667 This may reflect London’s unusual status as an ecclesiastical (and economic) 
centre that occupied a liminal political space: the diocese of London was “split between the 
kingdoms of the Middle Saxons, Surrey and Essex and subject to the competing claims of 
Wessex, Mercia and Essex.”668 The changes in episcopal titulature may reflect the shifting 
political fortunes of the see of London, which was eventually fully incorporated in the 
expanding Mercian kingdom somewhere in the first half of the eighth century.669 At the 
time of writing the Ecclesiastical History, in 731, Bede could describe Ingwald of London 
as prouinciae Orientalium Saxonum … episcopus, but by the time Ingwald’s death (in 745) 
was recorded in the Continuations of Bede, he was Ingualdus Lundoniae episcopus.670 
Another case to consider is the bishop of Hereford, whose see Bede did not mention but 
whose jurisdiction he described as “those peoples who live on the far side of the Severn in 
the west” (eis populis qui ultra amnem Sabrinam ad occidentem habitant).671 Sims-
Williams offers two contrasting explanations for this unusual phrasing, which stands out 
against the other bishoprics listed using ethnic formulae: 

 
666 This arrangement dated, according to Bede, from the time of bishop Bisi, “bishop of the East 
Angles” (episcopus Orientalium Anglorum, HE IV.5 (352), who was unable to administer his diocese 
due to illness, and so at the instigation of Theodore two new bishops were elected and consecrated 
to replace him. Bede located the see of the first bishop of the East Angles, Felix, in Dommoc: HE 
II.15 (190). On the early history of the church in East Anglia, see Dorothy Whitelock, “The Pre-
Viking Age Church in East Anglia,” ASE 1 (1972): 1-22. 
667 Mellitus Lundoniae episcopus, HE II.4 (146); Uini… secedens ad regem Merciorum uocabulo 
Uulfheri, emit pretio ab eo sedem Lundoniae ciuitatis, eiusque episcopus usque ad uitae suae 
terminum mansit. “[Wine] took refuge with Wulfhere, king of Mercia, and bought the see of the city 
of London from him for a sum of money, remaining its bishop to the end of his life.” HE III.7 (234-
5); … ad antistitem Lundoniae ciuitatis, uocabulo Ualdheri… IV.11 (366). Dates taken from Keynes, 
“Archbishops and Bishops of England,” 219-20. 
668 Cubitt, Church Councils, 29. 
669 Yorke, Kings and Kingdoms, 50. 
670 HE V.23 (558), Continuations (574). 
671 HE V.23 (558). 
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Bede's circumlocution and syntax may indicate that the name ‘Magonsætan’ was 
not in general use in 731, or that the Magonsætan were no more than a Mercian 
overspill under an additional bishop, not a discrete people. Alternatively, he may 
have been emphasizing that they were more ethnically diverse than the Mercians, 
Hwicce and Lindsey folk, and this could perhaps reflect some claim by Bishop 
Walhstod ... to rule a mixed English and Welsh diocese.672 

Although these populi clearly formed a single bishopric, it is therefore unclear whether 
they formed a distinct gens or even had a collective name.673 All this suggests that, for 
Bede, the link between bishopric and gens was not essential: a single gens might be best 
served by multiple bishops, as in the case of the Northumbrians and people of Kent; 
alternatively, a single bishop might minister to a flock composed of inhabitants of diverse 
gentes or populi, as in the case of the bishops of London and possibly Hereford.  
 
That Bede was not particularly committed to the correspondence of people and bishopric 
is also apparent from his positive attitude to the reforming activities of Theodore, which 
had significant consequences for the relationship between the Anglo-Saxon kingdoms and 
the episcopal organization of the Anglo-Saxon church. Before Theodore’s intervention, 
“[d]ioceses and kingdoms were coterminous: the possession of a see appeared to mark a 
certain royal rank for a kingdom, and conversely the absence of one, political 
dependence.”674 Theodore, chosen not by a king but by the pope, stood outside and above 
this system. Under him, control of the Anglo-Saxon episcopacy was taken away from the 
king and placed in hands of the archbishop and the episcopate itself, gathered in synods.675 
In this way, “[t]he archbishop’s plans broke the convenient political equation of one see for 
each kingdom in an attempt to impose bishops to fulfil pastoral need, rather than as an 
expression of royal status.”676 Bede approved of these changes. Although his description of 
the establishment of new sees in book four is kept neutral, Bede’s assessment of 

 
672 Sims-Williams, Religion and Literature, 39-40. On the “Magonsætan”, see below (Chapter 5). 
673 The name Magonsætan is first attested in the ninth century, and Sims-Williams notes that in that 
context it probably refers to the inhabitants of a geographic area rather than an ethnic group. Sims-
Williams, Religion and Literature, 40. Their bishopric and its relationship to the Mercians will 
receive further consideration in the following chapter. 
674 Cubitt, Church Councils, 11. 
675 Cubitt, Church Councils, 11-12. 
676 Cubitt, Church Councils, 12. 
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Theodore’s career as a whole in his fifth book is unequivocally positive: “the English 
churches made more spiritual progress while he was archbishop than ever before.”677  
 

One ecclesia, two provinces 
Bede’s pleasure at seeing the English church united under a single archbishop is evident in 
his representation of Theodore as the first archbishop of Canterbury to whom all the 
Anglo-Saxon bishops were obedient. As Sarah Foot explained, 

[Theodore’s] tenure represented for Bede the high point of English church 
history. ... The importance of Theodore’s primacy lay for Bede not just in the fact 
that he contrived to unite all the separate churches among the English into a 
single entity, but that each of those churches accepted the archbishop as their 
spiritual leader. In his time, the English began to achieve their destiny as a single 
people united in the sight of God, a new Israel.678  

Similarly, Nicholas Higham has argued that Bede’s History presents the contemporary 
English church as “a single pyramidical structure, focused on Canterbury but 
encompassing all Anglo-Saxon England”.679 This was a clear improvement over the 
church’s divided past, and Bede presented the Synod of Whitby and the archiepiscopate of 
Theodore as defining moments in achieving this most welcome unity.680 Foot and Higham 
thus see a direct link between Bede’ ideal of a united English church, his positive 
representation of that church’s unity under one archbishop, and his vision of a united 
English people. Elsewhere, Bede’s use of the title archiepiscopus in conjunction with the 
name of a people further supports the idea that the extent of an archbishop’s jurisdiction 
might be defined as a gens: Wigheard was elected as archiepiscopus Anglorum, Willibrord 
was Fresonum genti archiepiscopus, and Dalfinus archiepiscopus Galliarum.681 
 

 
677 … tantum profectus spiritalis tempore praesulatus ilius Anglorum ecclesiae, quantum numquam 
antea potuere, ceperunt. HE V.8 (474-5). 
678 Foot, Bede’s Church, 15-16. Compare Foot, Bede’s Church, 18 (quoting from Merrills, History 
and Geography, 307): “As Merrills has argued, the Angli are a gens ‘whose very definition is 
dependent on the unifying role of the Church’. That church of the English, ecclesia Anglorum, 
formed into a unitary body under Archbishop Theodore’s authority, thus constituted a part of the 
body of Christ, journeying, with the other churches in Britain that proclaimed the true faith, 
through the exile of this present life towards the joys of the New Jerusalem.” 
679 Higham, “Bede and the early English church,” 27. 
680 Higham, “Bede and the early English church,” 28-9. 
681 Wigheard: HE IV.1 (328); Dalfinus: HE III.25 (296); Willibrord: HE III.13 (252), V.11 (486).  
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Bede’s support for the elevation the bishop of York to archiepiscopal rank, however, 
troubled this neat scheme of one archbishop for one church corresponding to one gens.682 
Bede referred to this plan not only in his letter to Ecgberht, but also in earlier works. 
Although it seems that some of the details of Gregory’s plan only became known to Bede 
later, his On the Reckoning of Time (written 725) already includes a reference to Gregory’s 
intention to send the pallium to the bishops of London and York and make them 
metropolitans.683 The first book of the Ecclesiastical History concludes with a dossier of 
Gregorian letters, one of which set out Gregory’s intentions to establish two ecclesiastical 
provinces in Britain.684 These letters are recalled in the second book, where letters from 
Pope Honorius explicitly state that he was acting in accordance with his predecessor’s 
wishes in granting the pallium to Paulinus of York.685 Gregory’s scheme was therefore an 
important source of inspiration for Bede’s own thinking about the organization of the 
Anglo-Saxon church, and it was particularly influential in that it suggested the division of 
the English church into two ecclesiastical provinces, each headed by a metropolitan. The 
idea that Britain ought rightly to be divided into two ecclesiastical provinces may also be 
reflected in the title Bede sometimes used for the archbishops of Canterbury: archbishop 
of the “Britains”.686 
 
The tension between the unity of the English church and its governance by two 
archbishops may have been eased somewhat by the introduction of the idea of primacy. 
Bede knew of Gregory’s instructions that whichever of the archbishops of Canterbury and 
York was senior ought to take precedence over the other.687 He knew also that Honorius 
had added that the two metropolitans were to be consecrated one by the other – the 
bishop of Canterbury consecrating the bishop-elect of York when York was vacant, and 
the bishop of York consecrating the bishop-elect of Canterbury when Canterbury was 

 
682 Ecgberht received the pallium in 735, the year of Bede’s death. Joanna Story suggests that it is 
possible Bede knew of York’s elevation before he died, and ‘it would be nice to think that he did’, but 
we cannot be sure. Story, “Archbishopric of York,” 816. 
683 Story, “Archbishopric of York,” 791; DTR 66.532 (523). 
684  HE I.29 (104-6). Walter Goffart has suggested that plans to seek archiepiscopal status for the 
bishop or York were already afoot circa 730, that Bede knew this, and that he tailored his History to 
support that initiative. Goffart, Narrators of Barbarian History, 235-328. 
685 See Higham, “Bede and the early English church,” 33-36; Story, “Archbishopric of York,” 793. 
686 Brittaniarum archiepiscopus. Bede used the phrase of Theodore in History of the Abbots ch. 3, 
Grocock and Wood, eds. and trans., Abbots, 28-29. The same title is applied to Augustine in HE 
II.3 (142). 
687 HE I.29 (104-6). 
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vacant.688 Such an arrangement implied a close connection and indeed a certain mutual 
dependence between the northern and southern provinces of the Anglo-Saxon church. In 
this it modified Gregory’s initial intention, which was, in the words of Nicholas Brooks, 
that the two provinces should be “autonomous” and “entirely independent” of one 
another.689 This modification need not surprise us when we recall that Bede also modified 
Gregory’s plan in other ways (whether intentionally or unintentionally). For instance, 
Bede assumed that the bishop of Canterbury had always been an archbishop, but this was 
probably not Gregory’s intention. Alan Thacker has noted that “Gregory was deeply 
unenthusiastic about archbishops.”690 Although Gregory endowed Augustine (and 
planned to endow the bishop of York) with special authority because of the specific 
requirements of the Anglo-Saxon mission, particularly the need to establish new episcopal 
sees, this arrangement was particular to them and did not, to Gregory’s mind, imply that 
the bishops of London and York would have archiepiscopal rank in the long term.691 Bede, 
however, styled Augustine and his successors “archbishop” and imagined that this 
honour inhered in their occupation of the see of Canterbury.692 Equally, as Joanna Story 
has demonstrated, Bede’s presentation of how Pope Honorius raised Paulinus of York to 
metropolitan dignity subtly reinterpreted events, so as to create a stronger precedent for 
claiming archiepiscopal status for the see of York than was probably Honorius’ intention. 
While Gregory and Honorius conferred pallia and associated special privileges on specific 
individuals, Bede “generalise[d] the particular” and recast the arrangements set out in the 
papal letters as “principle[s] that would apply in perpetuity to the incumbents of the 
dioceses of York and Canterbury.”693 Bede thus superimposed his understanding of 
archiepiscopacy on the papal instructions for the English metropolitans from more than a 

 
688 HE II.17-18 (194-8), Brooks, Early History, 64-5. 
689 Brooks, Early History, 9-10. This seems to have been put into practice in the years following 735, 
but Canterbury’s power far outstripped that of York throughout the Anglo-Saxon period. It was 
this power imbalance, Brooks suggests, that made it unnecessary for Canterbury to make any 
formal claims to primacy over York until after the Norman Conquest. Brooks, Early History, 83, 
314. Part of the difficulty York had in attaining equality with Canterbury lay in its relatively small 
number of suffragans. Bede anticipated this already in his letter to Ecgberht, and York’s poverty of 
suffragans was still being used to argue against its status as an independent archiepiscopal see in the 
early decades of the 12th century: M. Richter, “Canterbury’s Primacy in Wales,” JEH 22, no. 3 (1971): 
177-189, at 180. 
690 Thacker, “Gallic or Greek?”, 54. 
691 Thacker, “Gallic or Greek?”, 55. 
692 Thacker, “Gallic or Greek?”, 64. 
693 Story, “Archbishopric of York,” esp. 784, 793-6. 
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century before, eliding the developments that had taken place in the mean time in the 
understanding of what metropolitan bishops and archbishops were, and how they were to 
function in the ecclesiastical hierarchy.694 The idea of a mutual interdependence between 
the two provinces of Britain could, therefore, have been part of Bede’s vision for the 
Anglo-Saxon church even though it had not been part of Gregory’s. Nevertheless, the 
nature of this special relationship between the prelates of Canterbury and York and their 
twin provinces remains obscure, and the relationship between the gens Anglorum and the 
archdiocesan organization of the Anglo-Saxon church resists being brought sharply into 
focus. 
 
The relationship between the gens Nordanhymbrorum and the hoped-for ecclesiastical 
province of York, however, emerges all the clearer. As we have seen above, Bede believed 
that a correspondence between gentes and bishoprics might be normally expected, but 
was by no means necessary. He was particularly outspoken on this point in the case of 
Northumbria, where he encouraged the creation of a greater number of bishoprics. Yet 
Bede’s hopes for the creation of the province of York meant that he envisioned a future in 
which the Northumbrian gens and regnum would once again neatly correspond to an 
episcopally governed unit: this time not a bishopric, but an archbishopric. Of all the 
smaller gentes nested within the larger gens Anglorum, the Northumbrian people was in 
this regard to be unique. Did the exceptional position afforded Northumbria in Bede’s 
scheme have something to do with Bede’s own Northumbrian context and sympathies? 
The conclusion seems almost inevitable. Yet it is worth remembering that it was by no 
means self-evident, in Bede’s historical context, that one’s sympathies would lie with 
Northumbria (a kingdom only recently forged from two formerly competing kingdoms) 
or with “the Northumbrians”,  a relatively new ethnic category for which Bede himself 
may have coined the name.695 Rather than suppose that Bede’s support for a metropolitan 
province of York was an expression of his Northumbrian patriotism, we should consider 
the possibility that it was precisely Bede’s commitment to (his interpretation of) the 
Gregorian scheme for the Anglo-Saxon church that spurred him to so fervently embrace 
Northumbrian identity. There are no references to the Northumbrian gens in his works 

 
694 Thacker ascribes these developments in large part to Theodore. He is unsure whether Bede was 
aware of this: “Whether Bede knew that the crucial title and the concomitant enhancement of 
power, which he traced back to Augustine of Canterbury, was in fact the achievement of Theodore 
cannot now be determined.”  Thacker, “Gallic or Greek?”, 67. 
695 Alan Thacker, “Bede’s idea of the English,” 7, 22 n. 54. 
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known to pre-date 725, by which time we know Bede was aware of Gregory’s instructions 
for two archbishoprics.696 Outside the Ecclesiastical History, I have only been able to find 
one occurrence of the ethnonym “Northumbrians”: in the title of Bede’s sermon on 
Benedict Biscop, which may be a later addition.697 The History of the Abbots, composed 
in 716-717, contains one reference to the Transhumbrana regio, where Benedict’s gens is 
said to dwell.698 It is not clear from the phrasing whether Bede was here thinking of the 
Northumbrian gens; Benedict is described as a member of the gens Anglorum in the first 
chapter of the work.699 In On the Reckoning of Time (725), Bede referred to the “cross-
Humbrian people to the north” (transumbranae gentis ad aquilonem), who received the 
faith through Paulinus.700 It may be significant that Bede used the term “Transhumbrana” 
only in the context of the reigns of Edwin, Oswiu and Ecgfrith, kings who at times ruled 
Lindsey, south of the Humber, as well as the Northumbrians.701 Alan Thacker has argued 
that Bede’s ideas about gentes shifted over the course of the writing of the Ecclesiastical 
History, the division between the Northumbrians and the southern gentes becoming 
more important as work on the History progressed.702 Although Bede knew of Gregory’s 
plan for two provinces in Britain by 725, it was only later that he received copies of the 
papal correspondence providing the finer details.703 It is possible that it was his 
engagement with the newly-acquired Gregorian correspondence that helped Bede to fully 
develop the idea of a Northumbrian gens to match the envisioned ecclesiastical province. 
 
If Bede’s approval of the unification of the Northumbrian kingdom and its people (and 
perhaps also his acceptance of their loss of the province of Lindsey?) was in part a result of 
his commitment to the realization of Gregory’s scheme, we may ask whether he also 
wished to see the southern gentes similarly united. Barbara Yorke has noted that the 
archbishops of Canterbury “could be seen as the episcopal equivalent of Anglo-Saxon 

 
696 Gregory’s instructions for the two metropolitans follow a note on the Augustinian mission, which 
refers to the “peoples of the Angli to the north of the river Humber” (gentes Anglorum ab aquilone 
Humbri Fluminis), DTR 66.531 (523). 
697 Grocock and Wood, eds. and trans., Abbots, 2-3, with n. 1. 
698 Grocock and Wood, eds. and trans., Abbots, 30-31. Bede wrote of a Transhumbrana gens in HE 
III.14 (256) and quoted the acta of the synod of Hatfield which includes a reference to the 
Humbronenses in HE IV.17 (384). 
699 Grocock and Wood, eds. and trans., Abbots, 22-24. 
700 DTR 66.541 (525). 
701 Higham, “Northumbria's southern frontier,” 400-1. 
702 Thacker, “Bede’s Idea of the English”, 15-16. 
703 Story, “Archbishopric of York,” 788-90. 
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overlords.”704 Bede himself seems to make the connection in the penultimate chapter of his 
History: 

At the present time Tatwine and Ealdwulf preside over the churches of Kent as 
bishops; Ingwold is bishop in the province of the East Saxons; Ealdberht and 
Hathulac are bishops of the East Angles; Daniel and Forthhere are bishops of the 
West Saxons; Ealdwine is bishop of the Mercian kingdom and Wealhstod is 
bishop of the peoples who dwell west of the river Severn; Wilfrid is bishop of the 
province of the Hwicce and Cyneberht is bishop of the province of the Lindisfari. 
… All these and the other southern provinces which reach right up to the 
Humber, together with their various kings, are subject to Æthelbald, king of the 
Mercians. At the present time there are four bishops in the province of the 
Northumbrians, over which Ceolwulf rules…705 

Bede’s division of his list of bishops into two provinces at the time of his completion of the 
Ecclesiastical History anticipated the elevation of York that would be achieved some years 
later. His list also expressly identified a secular ruler who held sway over the whole of each 
province: Ceolwulf in Northumbria, and Æthelbald of Mercia in the south. Æthelbald was 
not the first overking of whom Bede claimed that all the kingdoms south of the Humber 
were subject to him.706 Bede thus posited a certain commonality among the Southumbrian 

 
704 Yorke, Conversion of Britain, 155. 
705 Itaque in praesenti ecclesiis Cantuariorum Tatuini et Alduulf episcopi praesunt. Porro prouinciae 
Orientalium Saxonum Inguald episcopus, prouinciae Orientalium Anglorum Aldberct et Hadulac 
episcopi, prouinciae Occidentalium Saxonum Danihel et Forthheri episcopi, prouinciae Merciorum 
Alduini episcopus et eis populis qui ultra amnem Sabrinam ad occidentem habitant Ualchstod 
episcopus, prouinciae Huicciorum Uilfrid episcopus, prouinciae Lindisfarorum Cyniberct 
episcopus praeest. … Et hae omnes prouinciae ceteraeque australes ad confinium usque Humbrae 
fluminis cum suis quaeque regibus Merciorum regi Aedilbaldo subiectae sunt. At uero prouinciae 
Nordanhymbrorum, cui rex Ceoluulf praeest, quattuor nunc episcopi praesulatum tenent… HE 
V.23 (558-9, trans. adapted). 
706 HE II.5 (148-50). Campbell, “Secular and Political Contexts,” 26-27. Bede’s description of such 
kings as wielding “imperium” over the Anglo-Saxon kingdoms has been the subject of much 
scholarly interest, see Steven Fanning, “Bede, imperium, and the Bretwaldas,” Speculum 66, no. 1 
(1991): 1-26; Barbara Yorke, “The Bretwaldas and the Origins of Overlordship in Anglo-Saxon 
England,” in Early Medieval Studies in Memory of Patrick Wormald, ed. Stephen Baxter, Catherine 
Karkov, Janet L. Nelson and David Pelteret, Studies in Early Medieval Britain (Farnham: Ashgate, 
2009), 81-95; Wormald, “Bede, the bretwaldas and the Origins of the gens Anglorum”; Higham, 
English Empire, 47-73; Dumville, “Terminology of Overkingship”; Thomas M. Charles-Edwards, 
“The Continuation of Bede, s.a. 750: high-kings, kings of Tara and ‘bretwaldas’,” in Seanchas: 
Studies in early and medieval Irish archaeology, history and literature in honour of Francis J. Byrne, 
ed. A.P. Smyth (Dublin: Four Courts, 2000), 137-45. 
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peoples, even though they were not a single gens nor united in a single kingdom. On the 
basis of this passage, it appears that King Æthelbald and his imperium were, in Bede’s 
view, to the province of Canterbury what the Northumbrian king and kingdom were to 
the province of York. However, the parallel must not be overstated. While Bede had a 
concept of a Northumbrian gens that formed a mediating ethnic category between the 
gens Anglorum and the Bernicians and Deirans, he never wrote of the “Southumbrians” as 
a gens. (Although Brooks suggests that the scribe of a charter of 736 who called Æthelbald 
of Mercia “king of the South-Angli” was inspired by Bede.707) The two ecclesiastical 
provinces are therefore somewhat asymmetrical in their relationships to ethnic categories. 
There is no clear Southumbrian parallel to the Northumbrian situation in which church, 
people, kingdom, and ecclesiastical province were all coterminous. The Southumbrian 
province under the archbishop of Canterbury was to include many smaller gentes, both 
those with kingdoms of their own and those without. 
 

The archbishops of the Angli and the other gentes of 
Britain 
The relinquishing of the correspondence between gens and archbishopric prompts the 
question: did Bede think that the archbishops of Canterbury and York should have 
jurisdiction over the Angli alone, or also over the other gentes of Britain? Bede knew that 
Gregory had implied to Augustine that he should exercise authority throughout the island 
of Britain:  “... but we commit to you, my brother, all the bishops of Britain”708 and again: 
“You, brother, are to have under your subjection those bishops whom you have 
consecrated as well as those who shall be consecrated by the bishop of York, and not those 
only but also all the bishops (sacerdotes) of Britain...”709 However, Bede also knew that 
Augustine had failed to win the allegiance of the British bishops.710 And, as we have seen in 
Chapter 2, he also subscribed to the idea of an ecclesia Anglorum, formed by the 

 
707 Brooks, “English Identity from Bede to the Millennium,” 43. This charter is discussed below 
(Chapter 5). 
708 Brittaniarum uero omnes episcopos tuae fraternitati committimus... HE I.27 (88-9). 
709 Tua uero fraternitas non solum eos episcopos quos ordinauerit, neque hos tantummodo qui per 
Eburacae episcopum fuerint ordinati, sed etiam omnes Brittaniae sacerdotes habeat ... subiectos... 
HE I.29 (106-7). Roy Flechner has argued that Gregory was careful to frame Augustine’s mission in 
such a way that he would not be seen to be trespassing on the territory of existing bishops in Britain, 
which would be a breach of canon law. Flechner, “Pope Gregory and the British.” 
710 HE II.2 (134-40). 
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conversion of the gens Anglorum. How far, according to Bede, ought the jurisdiction of 
the bishops of Canterbury (and later also York) to extend – that is, to which gentes? In 
order to answer this question, we must examine his treatment of these metropolitans in 
his Ecclesiastical History. 
 
Bede’s discussion of archbishop Laurence’s letters to the bishops of Britain and Ireland, 
which follows shortly after his account of the conferences between Augustine and the 
British prelates, sheds an interesting light on this question. Bede introduces these letters 
in the following manner: 

When Laurence had acquired the rank of archbishop ... he not only undertook 
charge of the new Church which had been gathered from among the English, but 
he also endeavoured to bestow his pastoral care upon the older inhabitants of 
Britain as well as upon those Irish who live in Ireland, which is an island close to 
Britain. ... So he wrote a letter of exhortation in conjunction with his fellow 
bishops, beseeching and warning them to keep the unity of peace and of catholic 
observance with the Church of Christ which is scattered over the whole world.711 

Bede then quotes the beginning of the letter. The text of a second letter, that Laurence 
and his fellow bishops sent to the Britons, is not included, but Bede does describe the 
writing of it: “This Laurence with his fellow bishops also sent a letter, of a sort befitting 
his rank (suo gradui condignas), to the British bishops (sacerdotibus), striving to bring 
them into catholic unity.”712 Does this suggest that Laurence, as archbishop, sought to 
exercise archiepiscopal oversight in the British and Irish churches? This was certainly the 
interpretation espoused by later Anglo-Norman Archbishops of Canterbury, who sought 
support from tradition for their claims to primacy over the churches of Britain and 

 
711 Laurentius archiepiscopi gradu potitus ... non solum nouae, quae de Anglis erat collecta, ecclesiae 
curam gerebat, sed et ueterum Brittaniae incolarum necnon et Scottorum, qui Hiberniam insulam 
Brittaniae proximam incolunt, populis pastoralem inpendere sollicitudinem curabat. ... scripsit cum 
coepiscopis suis exhortatoriam ad eos epistulam, obsecrans eos et contestans unitatem pacis et 
catholicae obseruationis cum ea, quae toto orbe diffusa est, ecclesia Christi tenere. HE II.4 (145-7). 
712 Misit idem Laurentius cum coepiscopis suis etiam Brettonum sacerdotibus litteras suo gradui 
condignas, quibus eos in unitate catholica confirmare satagit. HE II.4 (146-7, translation adapted). 
Colgrave and Mynors here translate sacerdotes as priests, but the word can also refer to bishops, and 
given that we know there were bishops in the British church at this time, it stands to reason that 
they were the primary addressees of the letter. On Bede’s use of sacerdos more generally (but 
without reference to this specific passage), see Benjamin Thomas, “Priests and Bishops in Bede's 
Ecclesiology: the use of sacerdos in the Historia Ecclesiastica Gentis Anglorum,” Ecclesiology 6, no. 
1 (2010): 68-93. 
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Ireland.713 Bede himself, however, does not seem to have had such a construction in mind 
when he wrote. To begin with, he presented Laurence acting in conjunction with his 
fellow bishops, Mellitus of London and Justus of Rochester, rather than on his own 
authority alone. Although Bede described Laurence’s action as “befitting his rank” as 
archbishop, Bede’s use of “condignas gradu” and similar phrases in other passages in the 
History does not suggest that the term was primarily associated with jurisdiction in his 
mind, but with pious lifestyle or right conduct.714 His use of it here should then be read as 
a comment on Laurence’s pastoral solicitude rather than on the extent of his jurisdiction. 
Only a few chapters previously, Bede had quoted at length the advice of Gregory to the 
first metropolitan bishop of Canterbury, Augustine, which included an exhortation that 
he ought to offer brotherly counsel and correction to his fellow bishops in Gaul, alongside 
an explicit reminder that Augustine could exercise no jurisdictional authority among 
them.715 Laurence and Bede would therefore both have known that sending an 
exhortatory letter to a neighbouring church did not in itself imply a claim to authority 
over it. And indeed, the text of Laurence’s letter as included by Bede shows that the three 
bishops based their action not in Laurence’s archiepiscopal status, but their joint capacity 
as missionaries sent by the pope: their letter begins by stating their credentials as 
emissaries from the apostolic see, which is described as exercising pastoral care “in all 
parts of the world” (in uniuerso orbe terrarum).716 
 
The distinction Bede made between the English church on the one hand (novae, quae de 
Anglis erat collecta, ecclesiae) and the Britons and Irish on the other (et ueterum 
Brittaniae incolarum necnon et Scottorum… populis) is perhaps in itself revealing.717 Not 
only did Bede here call attention to the distinct gentes within the insular church, he 
refrained from calling the British and Irish collectives churches at all, choosing instead for 
populi. His choice of words thus served to further exclude the British and Irish from the 

 
713 J.A. Watt, The Church and the Two Nations in Medieval Ireland, Cambridge Studies in Medieval 
Life and Thought, Third Series, 3 (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 1970), 221-25. 
714 Ecgberht is said to have “grac[ed] the office of bishop which he had received with deeds worthy of 
it” (acceptumque sacerdotii gradum condignis ornans actibus); the priest Æthelwald “sanctified his 
office for many years in the monastery at Ripon by deeds worthy of that rank” (multis annis in 
monasterio... acceptum presbyteratus officium condignis gradu ipse consecrabat actibus); another 
Æthelwald, abbot and later bishop of Lindisfarne, is described as performing deeds “worthy of his 
rank” (condignis gradu). HE III.27 (314-5); V.1 (454-5); V.12 (496-7). 
715 HE I.27 (86-8). 
716 HE II.4 (146-7). 
717 HE II.4 (144). 
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ecclesiastical structure at the head of which Laurence stood. The subject of Laurence’s 
letter was of course the insular (and in Bede’s view, aberrant) practices of the British and 
Irish Christians. Bede’s own emphasis on the dating of Easter as an ecclesiastical 
shibboleth may therefore help explain why he here chose to underscore the exclusion of 
the Britons and Irish from the Anglo-Saxon church. 
 
Another important figure to consider is Theodore. If Bede faithfully recorded the 
proceedings of the synod of Hatfield, Theodore himself may have understood his mandate 
as geographically, rather than ethnically, defined. For, at this synod, he is recorded as 
styling himself “Theodore, by the grace of God, archbishop of the island of Britain, and of 
the city of Canterbury”.718 Bede’s own perspective on Theodore’s area of responsibility, 
however, shows through in the introduction he provided to the synod’s proceedings, in 
which he stated that Theodore convened the synod in order to protect “the churches of 
the English over which he presided” from a heresy that was fomenting unrest in 
Constantinople.719 Similarly, although the gathered bishops present at the synod are 
described (in the synodical statement quoted by Bede) as “the other venerable bishops of 
the island of Britain”, we should not take this to mean that there were British (or Irish or 
Pictish) bishops present on this occasion.720 In speaking of “Britain” when what was meant 
was the Anglo-Saxons, the other gentes of Britain were not so much included as simply 
rendered invisible. 721 As a synod of the church of the English rather than of the church of 
Britain, Hatfield can and does serve, within Bede’s narrative, to illustrate and celebrate the 
orthodoxy of the English church, which throughout the History is contrasted with the 
British church’s tendency to err.722 

 
718 Theodoro gratia Dei archiepiscopo Brittaniae insulae et ciuitatis Doruuernis. HE IV.17 (384-5). 
719 Theodorus ... ecclesias Anglorum quibus praeerat ... immunes perdurare desiderans. HE IV.17 
(384-5). 
720 On the synod of Hatfield, see Cubitt, Church Councils, 252-8; Hanna Vollrath, Die Synoden 
Englands bis 1066 (Paderborn: Ferdinand Schöningh, 1985), 92-8; Bischoff and Lapidge, Biblical 
Commentaries, 139-146.  
721 Cf. Higham, English Empire, 14-15: “There is ... reason to suppose that [Bede] intended his work 
to be seen as a history of Christianity in Britain, rather than just England. ... To make a claim for the 
universality of so partial an account may itself have been an important feature of the mechanics of 
Bede’s own, very subtly developed, ideological position, within which illustration of the damnation 
of the Britons, in particular, was a clearly stated objective. ... That the English Church could be 
portrayed as dominant throughout Britain was a viewpoint which could be made to sustain the 
vision of an ‘English empire’ throughout the insular context.” 
722 Paul Antony Hayward, “Before the Coming of Popular Heresy: The Rhetoric of Heresy in 
English Historiography c. 700-1154,” in Heresy in Transition: Transforming Ideas of Heresy in 
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That Theodore was, from Bede’s perspective, archbishop of the ecclesia Anglorum, to the 
exclusion of the other gentes of Britain, in fact becomes clear even before his first 
appearance in Bede’s narrative. Theodore took the place of the deceased Wigheard, whom 
Bede described as having been elected “so that, when he had received the rank of 
archbishop, he could himself consecrate catholic bishops for the English churches” 
(quatinus accepto ipse gradu archiepiscopatus catholicos … ecclesiis Anglorum ordinare 
posset antistites) after the kings of Kent and Northumbria had “consulted together … 
about the state of the English Church” (habito enter se consilio quid de statu ecclesiae 
Anglorum esset agendum).723 Wigheard was consequently sent to Rome “with the request 
that he might be consecrated archbishop of the English church” (petentibus hunc 
ecclesiae Anglorum archiepiscopum ordinari), but died, so that the pope was forced “to 
find someone to send out as archbishop of the English Church” (quaesiuit sedulus, quem 
ecclesiis Anglorum archiepiscopum mitteret).724 Having thus set the scene, Bede went on 
to present Theodore himself, as “the first of the archbishops whom the whole English 
church (omnis Anglorum ecclesia) consented to obey”.725 His phrasing clearly suggests an 
ethnic dimension to the province Theodore governed. In the same passage, Bede related 
how Theodore and Hadrian “visited every part of the island where the English peoples 
lived” (insula tota, quaquauersum Anglorum gentes morabantur) teaching the people.726 
The combination of geographic (insula tota) with ethnic categories (Anglorum gentes) 
attempts to smooth over but in fact reveals the tension between the island of Britain and 
the gens Anglorum as rival foci for Theodore’s ministry. Some lines later, the other gentes 
of Britain, heretofore absent in this episode, are explicitly introduced: “Never had there 
been such happy times since the English first came to Britain; for having such brave 
Christian kings, they were a terror to all the barbarian nations…”727 The other gentes of 
Britain are thus collectively framed as un-Christian barbarians, obviously excluded from 
communion with the Anglo-Saxon metropolitans. 

 
Medieval and Early Modern Europe, ed. Ian Hunter, John Christian Laursen and Cary J. Nederman 
(London: New York: Routledge, 2016, first published 2005), 9-27, at 12. 
723 HE III.29 (318-9). 
724 HE IV.1 (328-9). 
725 HE IV.2 (332-3). 
726 HE IV.2 (332-3). 
727 Neque umquam prorsus, ex quo Brittaniam petierunt Angli, feliciora fuere tempora, dum et 
fortissimos Christianosque habentes reges cunctis barbaris nationibus essent terrori… HE IV.2 
(334-5). 
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This negative framing does not persist unrelentingly throughout the Ecclesiastical 
History. As noted above (Chapter 1), the Picts and Irish were given a happy ending, 
entering the catholic fold by adopting the Roman Easter towards the end of the fifth 
book.728 References to the four peoples of Britain – Angli, Britons, Picts and Irish – 
bookend the whole History, and Jennifer O’Reilley has drawn attention to how from the 
opening chapter “Bede … sounded the theme of the calling of all the diverse people of God 
and the ideal of their unity.”729 Similarly, Sarah McCann has commented on the positive 
portrayal of individuals of non-English extraction, arguing that, for Bede, the “Christian 
community has the potential to embrace all peoples.” 

By recognizing and even celebrating the manifold nature of the peoples who had 
contributed to the building of the church of the gens Anglorum … Bede was 
expressing this universal intention.730 

The British Isles acted as a kind of microcosm of the whole Christian world, and in giving 
the other gentes their place within this vision, Bede expressed his commitment to the ideal 
of unity in diversity.731 While unity was expressed in the joint celebration of the Church’s 
most solemn festival and in the joint pursuit of sacred learning, it did not find institutional 
expression. In his overview of the present state of the gens Anglorum at the end of his 
work, Bede commented explicitly on the relationships of the Picts, Irish, and Britons with 
the Anglo-Saxons and their church: although some were under Anglo-Saxon dominion 
and others were at peace with them and united with them in the Church catholic, the 
other gentes were excluded from the preceding list of bishoprics that described the 
ecclesiastical organization of the Angli. The idea of an ecclesia Anglorum thus proved 
stronger than Gregorian hopes for an ecclesia Britanniae: “Britannia appears emphatically 
as an island of four peoples, and four Churches”, as Merrills observes.732  
 
The Legatine Councils of 786 demonstrated how influential the idea of an ecclesia 
Anglorum was to be in practice: while the papal legates did visit the Britons (who by then 
had conformed to the Roman Easter), British bishops were not in attendance at the 

 
728 HE V.21-22 (532-554). 
729 O’Reilly, “Islands and Idols,” §29. 
730 Sarah McCann, “Plures de Scottorum regione: Bede, Ireland, and the Irish,” Eolas: The Journal of 
the American Society of Irish Medieval Studies 8 (2015): 20-38, at 37-8. 
731 Merrills, History and Geography, 272, 308. 
732 Merrills, History and Geography, 280. 
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council of the Canterbury province.733 The Britons may have had their own archbishoprics 
by this time: the Welsh Annals provide an obit in 809 of Elfoddw, “archbishop of the land 
of Gwynedd”, and Asser in his Life of Alfred describes his kinsman Nobis as archbishop of 
St David’s.734 Conversely, the bishop of Mayo, Ireland, did attend the council of the York 
province and attest its proceedings, presumably by virtue of being the head of an Anglo-
Saxon church, for, as Bryan Carella notes, “all the signatories appear to be Anglo-Saxon 
magnates who held regional authority.”735 Bishop Ealdwulf of Mayo had been consecrated 
shortly before by Archbishop Eanbald of York together with Tilberht of Hexham and 
Hygebald of Lindisfarne at Corbridge, near Hexham.736 The otherwise unknown bishop 

 
733 Joanna Story, Carolingian Connections: Anglo-Saxon England and Carolingian Francia, c. 750-
870, Studies in Early Medieval Britain (Aldershot: Ashgate, 2003), 58; T.M. Charles-Edwards, 
“Wales and Mercia, 613-918,” in Mercia: An Anglo-Saxon Kingdom in Europe, ed. Michelle P. 
Brown and Carol A. Farr, Studies in the Early History of Europe (London; New York: Continuum, 
2001), 89-105, at 99-100; Dümmler 3 (20). Sims-Williams, Religion and Literature, 168-9, notes that 
Welsh sources for this period “give the impression of a prosperous Welsh church cheek by jowl with 
that of the Magonsætan” but there is very little to suggest “personal contact.” 
734 Charles-Edwards, Wales and the Britons, 593. 
735 Dümmler 3 (28); Bryan Carella, “Alcuin and the Legatine Capitulary of 786: The Evidence of 
Scriptural Citations,” The Journal of Medieval Latin 22 (2012): 221-256, at 224 n. 15; cf. Hughes, 
“Evidence for contacts,” 51-3. Mayo was founded by bishop Colman of Lindisfarne after his 
expulsion from his see following the Synod of Whitby (664), for the Anglo-Saxon portion of his 
community. HE IV.4 (346-8). It was known to the Irish as Mag nÉo na Sacsan, “Mayo of the 
Saxons”. On Mayo’s early history, see Vera Orschel, “Mag nEó na Sacsan: an English colony in 
Ireland in the seventh and eighth centuries,” Peritia 15 (2001): 81-107; Vera Orschel, “The early 
history of Mayo of the Saxons," in Mayo: History and Society, ed. Gerard Moran and Nollaig Ó 
Muraíle (Dublin: Geography Publications, 2014), 77-99. Rath Melsigi, founded by Ecgberht (d. 729) 
and one-time home of Willibrord (d. 739) was another “essentially … Northumbrian community” in 
Ireland. Yitzhak Hen, “The Liturgy of St Willibrord,” ASE 26 (1997): 41-62, at 47; cf. Nancy Netzer, 
Cultural Interplay in the Eighth Century: The Trier Gospels and the Making of a Scriptorium at 
Echternach (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 1994), 4. Orschel notes two other 
foundations with references to Anglo-Saxon connections in their names: Tech Saxan in Galway and 
Tisaxan in Cork. Orschel, “Mag nEó na Sacsan,” 83. 
736 Cyril Hart, ed. and trans., Byrhtferth’s Northumbrian Chronicle: An Edition and Translation of 
the Old English and Latin Annals (Lewiston; Queenston; Lampeter: Edwin Mellen Press, 2006), 
118-9; Orschel, “The Early History,” 10. While it is known that Ealdwulf’s two immediate 
predecessors, Eadwine and Leodfrith, were also bishops, we do not know where or by whom they 
were consecrated. Orschel, “The Early History,” 9-10, 12. The nature of episcopal authority in 
eighth-century Ireland has been debated. While in the seventh century both Armagh and Kildare 
made claims to be archiepiscopal sees with jurisdiction over the whole of Ireland, in practice the 
exercise of supra-local authority seems have been organized in networks rather than territories. See 
Dáibhí Ó Cróinín, Early Medieval Ireland, 400-1200 (London: Longman, 1995), 147-168; Thomas 
Charles-Edwards, Early Christian Ireland (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 2000), 416-40. 
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Æthelwine, who sent legates to the synod, may likewise have been based beyond the 
shores of Britain.737 Jurisdiction of the archbishops of Canterbury and York over the 
foundations of Anglo-Saxon monks abroad may also be implied by the decision of 
missionaries from the circle of Willibrord to send their bishop-elect to Canterbury (rather 
than one of the Frankish sees) for consecration in the late seventh century, an event of 
which Bede took note in his History.738 
 

Conclusion 
Bede took two ideas from Gregory which did not always fit comfortably together. The 
first was that of the ecclesia Anglorum. The second was that of an episcopal organization 
that would see the church in Britain governed by two metropolitans, each overseeing 
twelve other bishops. The concept of the gens Anglorum was compelling enough to 
continue to exclude the churches of the Irish and Picts from the Anglo-Saxon episcopal 
organization. Bede thus promoted a vision that Gregory himself would not necessarily 
have recognized, for he had envisioned a hierarchy encompassing the whole of Britain. For 
Bede, the gens had an important part to play in his conception of the church in the British 
Isles. However, it did not have an administrative counterpart in an ecclesiastical province. 
By the establishment of the province of York, the organizational unity of the ecclesia vel 
gens Anglorum was to be broken up. Even though a system of primacy among the bishops 
of Canterbury and York might have provided an expression of interdependence, the 
division of the English church into two archbishoprics still stood in tension with Bede’s 
ideal of unity. The explanation is the role Bede ascribed to Gregory as “father” of the 
ecclesia Anglorum: it was Gregory’s plan which Bede allowed to shape his own ideals for 
the Anglo-Saxon church. It was from Gregory that Bede derived the idea of two 
ecclesiastical provinces, one for the North and one for the South, each encompassing 
twelve bishoprics. Although Pope Honorius had reduced the number of bishops to be 
appointed for the Anglo-Saxon church from twelve in each province to twelve total, in his 
letter to Ecgberht, Bede advocated for the creation of additional bishoprics in 

 
737 Ego Aethiluuinus episcopus per legatos subscripsi, Dümmler 3 (28). Story, Carolingian 
Connections, 69 n. 55 suggests that Æthelwine may have been a continental bishop. 
738 HE V.11 (484-487). Michelle Ziegler, “The Ripon Connection? Willibrord, Wilfrid, and the 
Mission to Frisia,” Heroic Age 6 (2003), <www.heroicage.org/issues/6/ziegler.html> (accessed 05-
07-2019), suggests that “the choice of Canterbury over Rome and the numerous Frankish 
metropolitans may be related to their admiration for Paulinus … who was ordained in Canterbury.” 
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Northumbria to make up the original number proposed by Gregory – thereby setting 
aside Honorius’s adjustments to the Gregorian plan. Gregory’s own apostolic relationship 
to the Angli, rather than the authority of the papacy, was the basis for adopting his 
organizational scheme.739 
 
Gregory’s scheme also meant that the smaller gentes Anglorum were not to have 
administrative counterparts in bishoprics. Chapter Two has shown how Bede could 
divorce gens from regnum by treating the gens as a community of the converted, rather 
than a community of the king. This chapter has shown how he divorced gens from 
bishopric: by relativizing the importance of individual gentes in favour of advancing the 
importance of the Angli as a whole, and by stressing the need for the Angli to conform to 
the Gregorian plan of two metropolitan provinces, each with twelve diocesan bishops. 
Rather than espousing a model of a bishop for every people and a people for every bishop, 
Bede looked favourably on the existing bishoprics that did not correspond to a gens, and 
advocated for the creation of more. It was not a vision that all of his contemporaries would 
have welcomed warmly, for it meant a significant reduction in the size of bishoprics, 
which in turn meant a reduction in episcopal wealth and status. The larger vision 
underpinning Bede’s reforming impulse was that he understood the Anglo-Saxon 
bishoprics primarily as the local expression of this ecclesia vel gens Anglorum, rather than 
as the ecclesiastical counterpart to smaller gentes. His primary foci were the gens 
Anglorum, and within that the Northumbrians. These took precedence in his writing over 
more local ethnic categories such as Bernicians and Deirans. Though he did assume that 
there would be a certain correspondence between ethnic and episcopal categories – he 
styled bishops as bishops of gentes more often than of cities or territories – this did not 
represent Bede’s ideals so much as the reality of his day. The correspondence between 
gentes and bishoprics could be done away with as, following Gregory’s lead, the 
overarching gens Anglorum became the primary gens with which Bede and others 
identified. 
 

  

 
739 On Bede’s view of the papacy, which was less strong than has sometimes been supposed, see John 
Moorehead, “Bede on the Papacy,” JEH 60, no. 2 (2009): 217-232. 
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Chapter 5 – The people as episcopal 
community: the bishopric of the Hwicce 
 
 

Introduction 
By Bede’s time, many Anglo-Saxon gentes that had once corresponded to a bishopric no 
longer did so. The bishops of Canterbury and Rochester shared between them the 
administration of the Kentish gens. In the same way, the bishops of Winchester and 
Sherborne shared responsibility for the West Saxons, the bishops of Elmham and 
Dunwich for the East Angles, and the bishops of York, Lindisfarne, Hexham and 
Whithorn for the Northumbrians.740 London was originally the see of the East Saxons, but 
the city and its surroundings were incorporated into the Mercian kingdom during the 
course of the eighth century.741 However, there were some bishoprics that did still relate 
to a gens: in Bede’s view, at least, the bishop of Lichfield served the Mercians, and the 
bishop of Leicester the Middle Angles even though both were part of the kingdom of 
Mercia. Associated with a gens which also had its own royal rulers were the bishoprics of 
the people of Lindsey, the South Saxons, and the Hwicce. This chapter argues that, even 
though the correspondence of gens and bishopric was not generally maintained, in some 
cases the correspondence persisted and bishops continued to see themselves as the bishop 
of a gens. This remained true even if their bishopric did not also correspond to a kingdom.  
 
The argument focuses in particular on the Hwicce, because the survival of a virtually 
unparalleled body of documentary evidence from the archive of Worcester allows the 
history of this bishopric to be reconstructed in far greater detail than is possible for most 
bishoprics in the eighth century.742 Although no contemporary narrative sources for the 

 
740 HE V.23 (558-60); Keynes, “Archbishops and Bishops of England,” 212-224. 
741 Yorke, Kings and Kingdoms, 50; Robert Cowie, “Mercian London,” in Mercia: An Anglo-Saxon 
Kingdom in Europe, ed. Michelle P. Brown and Carol A. Farr, Studies in the Early History of 
Europe (London; New York: Continuum, 2001), 194-209, at 195. 
742 Sims-Williams, Religion and Literature, 3-4; Tinti, Sustaining Belief, 1-2. Another exceptionally 
well-documented see is Canterbury, but Canterbury is exceptional in a number of other respects as 
well, making it less suitable as a case study. On the early history of Canterbury, see Nicholas Brooks, 
The early history of the Church of Canterbury: Christ Church from 597 to 1066 (Leicester: Leicester 
University Press, 1984). 
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history of eighth-century Mercia survive, other types of sources allow us to reconstruct 
something of the policies and strategies pursued by royalty and episcopate as regards the 
relationships between gens and bishopric. Charters, documents recording legal decisions 
and transactions, make up the greatest part of the available evidence. Their administrative 
nature should not be taken to mean that they are neutral texts. Rather, charters present us 
with a version of events crafted and preserved for the purpose of furthering the interests of 
certain persons or institutions.743 In the eighth century, the institutions responsible for 
writing and keeping charters would have been ecclesiastical or monastic.744 This means 
that charters provide us with a window onto the concerns of abbots and bishops where no 
other record of their thought survives.745 Particularly relevant to this chapter are the 
episcopal styles used in these documents, which reflect views of episcopacy and 
understandings of the episcopal organization of the Anglo-Saxon church.  
 
This chapter examines the bishopric of the Hwicce from its origins in the last quarter of 
the seventh century through to the beginning of the ninth century. For most of this 
period, the kingdom of the Hwicce was subject to the overlordship of the kings of the 
Mercians; eventually its semi-independent rulers disappeared and the kingdom was fully 
incorporated into the Mercian kingdom. In order to more clearly see the distinctive way in 
which gens and bishopric overlapped in Worcester diocese, the chapter first briefly 
surveys the evidence from the neighbouring diocese of Hereford, which, it is argued, did 
not correspond to a gens but was an administrative creation. Turning next to the diocese 
of Worcester, it is argued that the bishopric was conceived from the start as a bishopric for 
the Hwiccan gens, and that the bishops of Worcester continued throughout the eighth 

 
743 Sarah Foot, “Reading Anglo-Saxon Charters: Memory, Record or Story?” in Narrative and 
History in the Early Medieval West, ed. Elizabeth M. Tyler and Ross Balzaretti, Studies in the Early 
Middle Ages 16 (Turnhout: Brepols Publishers, 2006), 39-66; Patrick Wormald, “Charters, Law, and 
Settlement Disputes in Anglo-Saxon England,” in The Settlement of Disputes in Early Medieval 
Europe, ed. Wendy Davis and Paul Fouracre (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 1986), 149-
168. 
744 Scott Thompson Smith, Land and Book: Literature and Land Tenure in Anglo-Saxon England 
(Toronto: University of Toronto Press, 2012), 23, with n. 5 for literature on the debate about the 
existence of a royal writing office in the later Anglo-Saxon period. 
745 On approaching charters as texts, see Jonathan Jarrett, “Introduction: Problems and Possibilities 
of Early Medieval Charters,” in Problems and Possibilities of Early Medieval Charters, ed. Jonathan 
Jarrett and Allan Scott McKinley, International Medieval Research 19 (Turnhout: Brepols, 2013), 1-
18.  
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century to associate themselves with this gens and promote it as a distinct community 
within the Mercian realm. 
  

Hereford and the Mercians 
Early in the ninth century, the newly elected bishops of Worcester and Hereford both sent 
professions of faith to the Archbishop of Canterbury. Deneberht of Worcester, elected 
798x800, styled himself the bishop-elect of “the church, which is in the province of the 
Hwicce” (ecclesia, quę est in prouincia Huuicciorum).746 His colleague Wulfheard, in 801, 
styled himself “bishop of the church of Hereford” (Herefordensis ęcclesię episcopus).747 
The styles of Deneberht and Wulfheard at the turn of the ninth century point towards a 
significant difference between these two sees: the bishops of Hereford did not see 
themselves as bishops of a distinct gens, and the bishops of Worcester did. In what 
follows, I argue that this difference was not the result of Hereford losing an earlier 
association with a local gens, but rather that the Hereford bishopric had always been 
understood as a territorial and administrative unit belonging to the larger Mercian sphere. 
 
The see of Hereford came into being as a result of the large-scale reorganization of the 
Anglo-Saxon episcopate spearheaded by Archbishop Theodore in the final quarter of the 
seventh century. When Theodore became bishop of Canterbury in 669, there were very 
few other bishops in Anglo-Saxon England. Berhtgils was bishop of the East Angles, 
Wine was bishop of London, and Chad was bishop of Northumbria. Nominally, the 
number of Anglo-Saxon bishoprics would have been seven, but Rochester and the sees of 
the Mercians and West Saxons were vacant. Theodore soon consecrated bishops for 
Rochester (Putta) and the West Saxons (Leuthere). He also deposed Chad, and Wilfrid 
assumed the role of bishop of the Northumbrians. Chad was then elected to the vacant 
Mercian bishopric. This very large bishopric, for which Chad established the see at 
Lichfield, served the Mercians along with a number of other gentes that were subject to 
Mercian overlordship.748 Chad reportedly struggled to cover the whole area in his annual 

 
746 Michael Richter, ed., Canterbury professions, Canterbury and York Society 67 (Torquay: 
Devonshire Press, 1973), 3 (no 3). 
747 Richter, Canterbury Professions, 4 (no 4). 
748 Sims-Williams, Religion and Literature, 87. 
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visitation.749 A council at Hertford in 672 recognized that further episcopal oversight was 
required, but could not agree on a course of action.750 A few years later, Theodore set 
about dividing the oversized bishopric, establishing two new bishoprics for the east of the 
Mercian kingdom. The sees of Leicester and Dorchester were (re-)founded in 679.751 No 
more than a year later, Theodore founded two more sees in the west, one for the Hwicce 
and another for the people living west of the Severn.752 Lindsey had been given its own 
bishop in 678 as part of Theodore’s reorganization of the Northumbrian church, and it 
remained an independent bishopric when Lindsey was conquered by Mercia from 
Northumbria in 679, although its first bishop Eadhæd fled north to Ripon and his 
successor Æthelwine did not take up office until 680. In the south, the Dorchester see 
lapsed quickly, and fused with that of Leicester.753 It is unclear how long the first 
incumbent of the see of Leicester held office. The see was vacant when Wilfrid, ejected 
from his Northumbrian bishopric, was acting as bishop of the Middle Angles in 691.754 
After Wilfrid’s departure in 697 the eastern part of the Mercian kingdom again shared one 
bishop until 737.755 This means that of the four new dioceses that were created from the 
Mercian bishopric, only the Western two survived at the turn of the eighth century.  
 
Early medieval church organization sometimes imposed an administrative unity upon 
disparate groups, and it seems that the establishment of the diocese of Hereford was such 
an administrative unification.756 The inhabitants of Hereford diocese are not mentioned in 
the Tribal Hidage, unless perhaps “Westerna” refers to them.757 The family that ruled this 

 
749  Bede relates that this was due to his insistence on traveling by foot; Theodore, “determined to 
compel him to ride a horse when necessity arose”, “lifted him on to the horse with his own hands”. 
Ipse eum manu sua leuauit in equum, quia … equo uehi, quo esset necesse, conpulit. HE IV.3 (336-
7). 
750 HE IV.5 (352). Cubitt, Church Councils, 249-50, 256, 298-300. 
751 Kirby, “Saxon Bishops,” 2. Cf. Stevenson, “Christianity in Southumbria,” 178. On Dorchester see 
also Nicholas Doggett, “The Anglo-Saxon See and Cathedral of Dorchester-on-Thames: The 
Evidence Reconsidered,” Oxoniensia 51 (1986): 49-61. 
752 Sims-Williams, Religion and Literature, 87-88. 
753 Kirby, “Saxon Bishops,” 2. 
754 HE IV.23 (410); VW 45 (92-3). 
755 Kirby, “Saxon Bishops,” 2. 
756 See Chapter 2 above for the example of the ‘Nordalbingi ’. Kate Pretty, “Defining the 
Magonsæte,” in The Origins of the Anglo-Saxon Kingdoms, ed. Steven Basset (London; New York: 
Leicester University Press, 1989), 171-183, at 181-2. 
757 Sims-Williams, Religion and Literature, 18, 39; David Hill, Atlas of Anglo-Saxon England 
(Toronto: University of Toronto Press, 1981), 76-77. Pretty, “Defining the Magonsæte,” 181, 
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area in the seventh century was probably an offshoot of the Mercian dynasty. Eleventh-
century tradition records that regulus Merewalh (c. 650-685) was a son of Penda of Mercia 
and that he was buried at the royal monastery of Repton, where Æthelbald of Mercia was 
later also buried.758 Less chronologically distant are charters mentioning the kinship of 
Merewalh’s daughter Mildrith, abbess of Minster-in-Thanet, and king Æthelbald of 
Mercia (716-754).759 Merewalh’s other daughter, Mildburh also became an abbess, at 
Wenlock.760 Merewalh was succeeded by Merchelm, who was either his brother or his son, 
and Milfrith, Merchelm’s brother.761 After this, the family of Merewalh disappears from 
the record.762 Efforts were made to preserve the memory of the local royal house, but not, 
as far as we know, of the gens or gentes it ruled. Cuthbert of Hereford (736-740) 
composed an epigram for the tomb of regulus Milfrith, who was buried together with two 
other nobles and three former bishops of Hereford, but the poem does not mention the 
association of these individuals with a particular gens.763 Some further information about 
Merewalh and his family was preserved in the monastic communities of his offspring, but 
the primary concern of these texts was to establish the royal status of the family, rather 
than to emphasize the ethnicity of the people the family ruled. In some versions of the 

 
expressed doubts about the identification. Margaret Gelling, “The Early History of Western 
Mercia,” in The Origins of the Anglo-Saxon Kingdoms, ed. Steven Basset (London; New York: 
Leicester University Press, 1989), 184-201, at 192, suggested that the Westerna might belong in 
Cheshire rather than in Herefordshire. These more recent studies cast doubt on the confident 
assertion of Cyril Hart (in 1970), that “There can be no doubt that we have [in ‘Westerna’] an early 
name of the Magonsætan…” Hart, “Tribal Hidage,” 139. 
758 David W. Rollason, The Mildrith legend: a study in early medieval hagiography in England 
(Leicester: Leicester University Press, 1982), 75, 93; Sims-Williams, Religion and Literature, 47-9, 
60-1. Pretty, “Defining the Magonsæte,” 175-6, has suggested that Merewalh may instead have been 
a Briton by birth who adopted Anglo-Saxon identity as part of his political strategy. In the same 
volume, Gelling, “Early History of Western Mercia,” 191, accepts the identification of Merewalh as 
one of Penda’s sons. Sims-Williams, Religion and Literature, 47-49, argues that the evidence for a 
family connection between Penda and Merewalh should be taken seriously, and that it is “not 
improbable” that Penda would have installed a son as sub-king over the region 
759 S 86, 91; Barbara Yorke, “Æthelbald, Offa, and the Patronage of Nunneries,” in Æthelbald and 
Offa: Two eighth-century kings of Mercia. Papers from a conference held in Manchester in 2000, 
Manchester Centre for Anglo-Saxon studies, ed. David Hill and Margaret Worthington, British 
Archaeological Reports, British series, 383 (Oxford: Archaeopress, 2005), 43-46, at 45. 
760 On their houses at Minster-in-Thanet and Much Wenlock, see Sarah Foot, Veiled Women, 2 
vols., Studies in Early Medieval Britain (Aldershot: Ashgate, 2000), II: 207-9 and 125-132. 
761 Sims-Williams, Religion and Literature, 50. 
762 Sims-Williams, Religion and Literature, 51. 
763 Michael Lapidge, “Some Remnants of Bede’s Lost liber epigrammatum,” EHR 90, no. 357 (1975): 
798-820, at 813-14. 
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Mildrith Legend, the people Merewalh ruled is not mentioned at all. In others, Merewalh 
is named king of the Mercians, Weste-hani, or West-Angli.764 In the Life of Saint Mildburg 
(Vita S. Mildburgae) of the late eleventh century he is “king of the Westehani  in the 
western part of [the kingdom of] the Mercians” (regi Westehanorum hesperie partis 
Merciorum).765 From the ninth century, the name “Magonsætan” (or Magonsæte”) was 
used of the people of Hereford diocese, but this name probably referred to a geographic 
area rather than a gens.766 In an analysis of all known –sǣte/-sǣtan names, Baker 
concluded that “this particular type of community name is unlikely to be ... ‘tribal’ in any 
meaningful way, but administrative vocabulary more akin to the use of scīr  ‘shire’ in 
forming district names.”767 

Confusion surrounding the name of the inhabitants of Hereford diocese is found also in 
episcopal titulature. Bede’s description (in 731) of the Hereford bishopric – “the peoples 
who dwell west of the river Severn” (eis populis qui ultra amnem Sabrinam ad occidentem 
habitant) – suggests that the diocese was home to multiple peoples, united and defined 
more by their location than anything else.768 In a set of episcopal lists compiled in the 
eighth century, the bishops of Hereford are listed last among the bishops of the 
midlands.769 The earliest manuscript is London, British Library, Cotton Vespasian B.vi 
(written c. 810), but in this manuscript the heading above the bishops of Hereford is 

 
764 Rollason, Mildrith Legend, 76, 80, 82. 
765 Cited in Sims-Williams, Religion and Literature, 42, my translation. The vita of Mildburg is as 
yet unpublished; Sims-Williams cites from the manuscript (London, British Library, Additional MS 
34633, 206r). Elsewhere he refers to this text as “the nearest approach” to a “dynastic or 
hagiographical text ... comparable with the so-called ‘Kentish royal legend’.” (p. 398) 
766 The name occurs in S 1264 (dated to 811), S 1782 (823x5), S677 (958), and the Anglo-Saxon 
Chronicle (versions D, E and F), s.a. 1016. G.P. Cubbin, ed., The Anglo-Saxon Chronicle: A 
Collaborative Edition: Vol. 6 MS D (Cambridge: D.S. Brewer, 1996), 62. Sims-Williams, Religion 
and Literature, 40, suggested “people(s) living round Maund” as the meaning. David Hill, An Atlas 
of Anglo-Saxon England, 78, suggested that the Magonsætan were named “after the old Roman site 
at Kenchester, Magnis.” See also Pretty, “Defining the Magonsæte,” 178-9. 
767 John Baker, “Old English sǣte and ‘folk’ names,” Early Medieval Europe 25, no. 4 (2017): 417-442, 
at 421; cf. John Baker, “Old English sǣta and sǣtan names,” Journal of the English Place-Name 
Society 46 (2015): 45-81. 
768 HE V.23 (558-9, trans. slightly adapted); Sims-Williams, Religion and Literature, 39-40. 
769 R.I. Page, “Anglo-Saxon Episcopal Lists, Parts I & II," Nottingham Medieval Studies 9 (1965): 
71-95, at 73-5, demonstrates that there must have been an original version of these lists that pre-
dates the earliest extant manuscript (which he ascribes to 805x814). The earliest manuscript version 
is edited in Page, “Episcopal Lists III,” 4-7. 
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damaged.770 Raymond Page printed the text as “Uestor Ę[...]”.771 He also saw the faint 
traces of about four more letters, which he thought might have been ponu, poru, ronu or 
roru.772 If, as Sims-Williams has argued, the missing word was an ethnonym, an ending on 
–orum or –onum (abbreviated to –orū or –onū) might be expected.773 The text of the lists 
in Cotton Vespasian B.vi had been printed several times before, the heading appearing in 
these editions as: “nomina episcoporum uesteręhorum”, “nomina episcoporum uest [...] r 
[...] ”, and “nomina episcoporum uestor ehonū ”.774 The next earliest manuscript, from 
another branch of the transmission (Cambridge, Corpus Christi College 183; mid-tenth 
century), gives the name as “Uuestor Elih”.775 Cyril Hart commented that the copyist 
must have been “mystified by his exemplar”, leaving us “with the second and most 
important half of the name in this maddeningly uncertain form.”776 What name was in the 
original behind these two earliest witnesses has therefore not been satisfactorily 
reconstructed. Keynes suggested that something meaning “westerners” may have been 
meant.777 Evidently the name of the people who lived in Hereford diocese also eluded the 
scribes of later copies of the episcopal lists, whose headings for the Hereford list read 
“names of the bishops of Hereford” (nomina episcoporum Herefordensium) or simply 
“names of bishops” (nomina episcoporum).778 The episcopal lists included in the early 
twelfth-century Appendix to the Worcester Chronicle give the names of the bishops of 
Hereford under the heading “Hecana”.779 No sources from the Anglo-Saxon period call 
the bishops of Hereford “bishops of the Magonsætan”.780 Although the evidence of the 
episcopal lists suggests that, at least in the opinion of some of their compilers, the bishops 

 
770 On the manuscript, see Simon Keynes, “Between Bede and the Chronicle: London, BL, Cotton 
Vespasian B. vi, fols. 104-9,” in Latin Learning and English Lore: Studies in Anglo-Saxon Literature 
for Michael Lapidge, ed. K. O’Brien O’Keeffe and A. Orchard, 2 vols. (Toronto: University of 
Toronto Press, 2005), I: 47-67. 
771 Page, “Episcopal Lists III,” 6. 
772 Page, “Episcopal Lists III,” 6. 
773 Sims-Williams, Religion and Literature, 41. 
774 Sims-Williams, Religion and Literature, 41. 
775 Page, “Episcopal Lists III,” 10. 
776 Cyril Hart, “Tribal Hidage,” 140. 
777 Simon Keynes, “Diocese and Cathedral before 1056,” in Hereford Cathedral: A history, ed. G. 
Aylmer and J. Tiller (London: Hambledon Press, 2000), 3-20, at 5, 7. 
778 Page, “Episcopal Lists III,” 15; Sims-Williams, Religion and Literature, 41. 
779 Cyril Hart, “The early section of the Worcester chronicle,” Journal of Medieval History 9, no. 4 
(1983): 251-315, at 267-8. 
780 The twelfth-century Appendix did use the title Nomina praesulum Magesetensium. Sims-
Williams, Religion and Literature, 41; Hart, “Early section,” 266-8, 271-2. 
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of Hereford oversaw a gens, the lack of clarity on the question of which gens is suggestive 
of lack of active promotion of the association of the see of Hereford with a particular gens, 
whether by others or by the episcopal community itself. To the contrary, in the canons of 
the Council of Clofesho in 747, Totta of Leicester, Hwita of Lichfield and Podda of 
Hereford are all described as “bishops of the Mercians” (Episcopis Merciorum).781 

Bede’s testimony, the episcopal lists, and conciliar records all offer outsider perspectives. 
There is no evidence for the views of the bishops of Hereford themselves before the end of 
the eighth century, for they typically attested charters and conciliar documents simply as 
“bishop”. From the time of Wulfheard (799x801-822x824), sometimes the style “bishop of 
Hereford” was used. Wulfheard’s profession has been quoted above; he was also styled 
bishop of Hereford in two of the documents connected to the 803 synod of Clofesho 
(S1431 and S1431b).782 In the mid-ninth century, Cuthwulf (bishop 836x839-857x866) 
described himself as “bishop … of the holy church of Hereford” (antestis … sanctæ 
ecclesiae Herefordensis…” S 1270). By the end of the eighth century, then, the bishops of 
Hereford associated themselves with their cathedral city in their titulature. It has been 
argued above that Bede used civic rather than ethnic episcopal styles in cases where there 
were multiple bishops presiding over a single gens. If this was the conventional practice of 
eighth-century Anglo-Saxon writers, the fact that the bishops of Hereford styled 
themselves with reference to their see in this manner would suggest that they understood 
their diocese to be one of several serving a single gens. The evidence of Clofesho indicates 
that this gens was the Mercians.  
 
The choice of Wulfheard and Cuthwulf to style themselves bishops of Hereford may also 
reflect association with the Mercian gens in another way, for there is evidence to suggest 
that Hereford was in some ways a quite “Mercian” city.  To begin with, the city of 
Hereford was important to the Mercian kingdom’s military strategy.783 As such, it may 
have been one of the “sites where rulers asserted their rule more strenuously” in a 
landscape where the intensity of Mercian royal involvement was uneven.784 In addition, 
the cult of saints in Hereford shows Mercian influences on the church. Sims-Williams has 

 
781 HS, 362. 
782 HS, 544-7. 
783 Steven Bassett, “Divide and Rule: The military infrastructure of eighth- and ninth-century 
Mercia,” Early Medieval Europe 15, no. 1 (2007): 53-85. 
784 Paolo Squatriti, “Digging ditches in early medieval Europe,” Past & present 176 (2002): 11-65, at 
36. 
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suggested that “St Guthlac’s collegiate church in Hereford … may have been founded as 
early as Æthelbald’s reign.”785 Radiocarbon dating of a bone from the churchyard placed 
the burial between the 6th and 8th centuries, and the church itself “included a timber 
structure which goes back at least to the early ninth century.”786 Although evidence of a 
church is not evidence of a dedication, the dedication to Guthlac in Hereford may indeed 
be early: Æthelbald is known to have endorsed Guthlac’s cult, and the church shows signs 
of being a royal foundation.787 A further indication of a cult of Guthlac in Hereford may be 
the Old English poem Guthlac A, possibly composed in the eighth century, which places 
its hero in a landscape that is reminiscent of the area around Herefordshire.788 Guthlac was 
a saint intimately associated with the Mercian gens and royal house, and the culting of a 
saint with strong Mercian royal connections would have encouraged the people of 
Hereford to identify with Mercia.789 
 
The conclusion of this short overview is that the “Magonsætan” were probably not a gens 
when Hereford diocese was created, and they probably were not a gens in the ninth 
century, either. The kingdom of Merewalh may have owed its existence to Mercian 
expansion and administrative organization. Although the kingdom was given its own 
bishop in Theodore’s reorganization of 679-80, by the close of the eighth century, if not 
before, the bishops of Hereford were most probably seen as bishops of a Mercian see, 
serving a portion of the Mercian gens.  
 

Worcester and the Hwicce 
Like the see of Hereford, the see of Worcester was established in Theodore’s episcopal 
reorganization of 679-680. Later tradition ascribed the foundation to King Oshere of the 

 
785 Sims-Williams, Religion and Literature, 146. 
786 Alan Thacker, “Kings, Saints and Monasteries in Pre-Viking Mercia,” Midland History 10 (1985): 
1-25, at 5; Sims-Williams, Religion and Literature, 60. 
787 Thacker, “Kings, Saints and Monasteries,” 5-6. See also S.K. Waddington, “The Origins of 
Anglo-Saxon Herefordshire,” Doctoral Thesis, University of Birmingham (2013), 95-6. 
788 Stefany J. Wragg, “The Early Texts of the Cult of Saint Guthlac,” English Studies (2019): 253-
272, at 258. 
789 See the next chapter. Guthlac’s father, Penwalh, shared the last element of his name with King 
Merewalh. Sims-Williams noted the similarity and suggested that Penwalh may have been closely 
related to Penda. Sims-Williams, Religion and Literature, 26. 
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Hwicce, and dated it to 679.790 As early as 675, a charter of Osric referred to a resolution to 
found an episcopal see in the kingdom of the Hwicce, but no Hwiccan bishop attested it, 
and it seems that it was not until some years later that a bishop was successfully installed 
in his new cathedral.791 Worcester had a Roman heritage, and the new foundation may 
have continued or revived an older Romano-British see.792 More certain is that the new 
bishopric inherited a surviving British Christian tradition in the region.793 Bede was silent 
about the conversion of the Hwicce, but did relate that queen Eafe of the South Saxons 
had come from the Hwicce and was therefore already baptized when the South Saxon 
kingdom was converted, c. 680: “The queen, whose name was Eafe, had been baptized in 
her own country, the kingdom of the Hwicce. She was the daughter of Eanfrith Eanhere’s 
brother, both of whom were Christians, as were their people.”794 Sims-Williams has noted 
that an eighth-century charter (preserved in an eleventh-century copy) calls Worcester 
the metropolis Huicciorum, indicating that it may have been an important civic centre.795 
It also indicates that Worcester was associated with a people known as the Hwicce. 
 
That the Hwicce were considered a gens during the eighth century is clear.796 Bede treated 
them as such in his Ecclesiastical History, and they are explicitly called a gens in locally 
produced charters.797 What the Hwicce believed about their own origins, we do not know. 
Modern scholars have argued that the Hwicce were predominately of British extraction.798 
Some have identified “signs of cultural overlap between the Anglo-Saxons and the native 

 
790 Sims-Williams, Religion and Literature, 35, 88; Patrick Sims-Williams, “St Wilfrid and Two 
Charters dated AD 676 and 680,” JEH 39 (1988): 163-183, at 168. 
791 S 51: cathedram erigentes iuxta sinodalia decreta construere censuimus. Sims-Williams, Religion 
and Literature, 88, suggests that Tatfrith, who was elected bishop of the Hwicce but died before his 
consecration, may have fallen ill around this time. Cf. Sims-Williams, “Wilfrid and Two Charters,” 
168-9. 
792 Bassett, “Churches in Worcester.” 
793 Bassett, “Church and Diocese in the West Midlands,” 16–20; Steven Bassett, “How the West was 
Won: the Anglo-Saxon Takeover of the West Midlands,” ASSAH 11 (2000): 107–18. 
794 Porro regina, nomine Eabae, in sua, id est Huicciorum prouincia fuerat baptizata. Erat autem filia 
Eanfridi fratris Eanheri, qui ambo cum suo populo Christiani fuere. HE IV.13 (372-3). 
795 Sims-Williams, Religion and Literature, 88-89. 
796 A good and succinct overview of scholarship on the Hwicce and their kingdom is provided by J. 
Insley and A. Scharer, “Hwicce,” in Reallexicon der germanischen Altertumskunde, second edition, 
vol. 15 (Berlin: De Gruyter, 2000): 288-295. 
797 HE II.2 (134), IV.13 (372), IV.21 (408), V.23 (558); S 55, S 99, S 113. 
798 D. J. Tyler, “Early Mercia and the Britons,” in Britons in Anglo-Saxon England, ed. N.J. 
Higham, Manchester Centre for Anglo-Saxon Studies Publication 7, (Woodbridge: Boydell, 2007), 
91–101; Sims-Williams, Religion and Literature, 22–3. 
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British population” in the archaeological record.799  Others have drawn attention to the 
relatively large number of the topographical features in the region that have British 
names.800 The name “Hwicce” itself has recently also been argued to be of Celtic origin.801 
Some scholars have suggested that that the Hwicce were, like the later Magonsætan, “a 
political entity created by the kings of Mercia, who installed a ruling dynasty over a mixed 
British and Anglo-Saxon population.”802 The Hwicce are mentioned (as “Hwinca”) in the 
Tribal Hidage, but since this document reflects the late seventh-century situation from a 
Mercian perspective, it cannot confirm or challenge a Mercian administrative origin for the 
Hwicce.803 However, if as Coates argued the name Hwicce was of British origin, this could 
suggest older origins for the Hwicce, dating to before the establishment of Mercian 
hegemony in the area.804 If Bede’s story about the conference on the border between the 
West Saxons and the Hwicce is taken to preserve information about territories and 
peoples at the time of the events narrated (c. 600), rather than the time of writing (c. 730), 
it would constitute evidence for the Hwicce as a named people with a recognized territory 
even at that early date.805 Linguistic evidence shows that the late sixth-century English-
speaking elites of the Hwicce preserved characteristic dialectal forms that contrasted with 
the usage of their neighbours and remained visible for centuries, testifying at once to the 
early formation and to the long survival of a distinctive Hwiccan language-community.806 

 
799 Della Hooke, The Anglo-Saxon Landscape: The Kingdom of the Hwicce (Manchester: 
Manchester University Press, 1985), 9. 
800 Charles-Edwards, Wales and the Britons, 398, 421, 424; Hooke, Anglo-Saxon Landscape, 31-34. 
801 Richard Coates, “The name of the Hwicce: a discussion,” ASE 42 (2013): 51-61, at 51-6.  
802 Christopher Dyer, Lords and Peasants in a Changing Society: the Estates of the Bishopric of 
Worcester, 680-1540 (Cambridge University Press, 1980), 7; cf. Frank M. Stenton, Anglo-Saxon 
England, third edition (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 1971), 45. 
803 Davies and Vierck, “The Contexts of Tribal Hidage”; Higham, English Empire, 74–111. Peter 
Featherstone has argued that in its current form the Tribal Hidage is from the late ninth century, 
but that it drew on late seventh-century material: Featherstone, “Tribal Hidage and the Ealdormen 
of Mercia,” 29-31. 
804 Based on the timing of certain sound changes in Brittonic, Coates suggests that English-speakers 
learned the name before the late sixth century: Coates, “The Name of the Hwicce,” 60. His 
suggestion that the etymological meaning of the name, “the most excellent”, “is comparable with 
bombastic British tribal names of the Roman period” (57, 59) hints at even older origins. 
805 HE II.2 (134). 
806 Peter R. Kitson, “The nature of Old English dialect distributions, mainly as exhibited in charter 
boundaries,” in Medieval Dialectology, ed. Jasek Fisiak, Trends in Linguistics. Studies and 
Monographs 79 (Berlin, New York: De Gruyter, 1995), 43-136, at 67-69. Some aspects of Kitson’s 
method and argument have been criticised, see e.g. John Insley’s review in Anglia 117, no. 3 (1999): 
437-442; however, Insley’s objections are not to Kitson’s observations on the Hwicce specifically. 
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Theodore’s first appointee to the see of Worcester thus received as his charge a population 
that had an existing Christian tradition independent of the relatively recent conversion of 
Mercia’s rulers. They had a common name, spoke their own language or dialect, and 
occupied a defined territory.807 All these factors contributed to Hwiccan unity and 
distinctiveness. That the bishopric was envisioned as serving the Hwiccan gens is most 
clearly expressed in the episcopal style “bishop of the Hwicce” (episcopus Huuicciorum or 
similar), which was used consistently and over a long period of time.808 From its inception, 
therefore, the diocese of Worcester was defined by the Hwiccan gens, and so became a 
carrier for the idea of the Hwicce. As will be argued below, it preserved a memory of 
Hwiccan ethnic distinctiveness even as the kingdom became incorporated into Mercia. 
 

The early bishops of Worcester (679-716) 
McKinley has argued “that Worcester was a Mercian bishopric, established … by a 
Mercian king, at a site convenient for Mercia, in an area of direct Mercian rule. ... 
Worcester was primarily a Mercian foundation.”809 However, a closer look at the evidence 
invites us to reconsider whether Mercia’s grip on the see was really so tight from its 
foundation. Bede stated that the first bishop-elect, Tatfrith (d. in or before 679), came 
from Whitby, but died before he could be consecrated.810 The origins of the next bishop, 
Bosel (680-91), are unknown, but Bosel’s successor Oftfor (691-7) had also been educated 
in Whitby before travelling to Canterbury and Rome, then working in the kingdom of the 
Hwicce “a long time, preaching the word of faith, and making himself an example of good 
life to all that saw and heard him.” When Bosel fell ill, Oftfor was elected bishop “by 
universal consent” and consecrated “by order of king Æthelred” while Bosel still lived.811 
Although McKinley has interpreted the provenance of these bishops as pointing to a lack 

 
807 See Hill, Atlas of Anglo-Saxon England, 80 (map 141), with comment at 78, on the correlation 
between land grants of the kings of the Hwicce and the extent of the diocese of Worcester. 
808 S 58, S 59, S 168, S 1250, S 1251, S 1254, S 1255, S 1257, S 1290, S 1297, S 1352, S 1830. The style 
was also used by Deneberht in his profession of obedience to Canterbury and in the anonymous 
episcopal lists. Michael Richter, Canterbury Professions, 4 (no. 4); Page, “Episcopal Lists III,” 6, 15, 
20. 
809 Allan Scott McKinley, “Understanding the Earliest Bishops of Worcester, c. 660-860,” in Leaders 
of the Anglo-Saxon Church From Bede to Stigand, ed. Alexander R. Rumble, Publications of the 
Manchester Centre for Anglo-Saxon Studies 12 (Woodbridge: Boydell, 2012), 77-95, at 88. 
810 HE IV.23 (410). 
811 … ibique uerbum fidei praedicans, simul et exemplum uiuendi sese uidentibus atque audientibus 
exhibens, multo tempore mansit. … Propter quod omnium iudicio praefatus uir in episcopatum pro 
eo electus, ac iubente Aedilredo rege … ordinatus est…  HE IV.23 (408-11). 
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of Hwiccan involvement in the election of the early bishops of Worcester, Bede’s 
testimony suggests otherwise, at least in the case of Oftfor.812 Bede is unequivocal about 
the popular support Oftfor enjoyed, and about his long service within the diocese prior to 
his election, during which time he would have had every occasion to interact with the local 
rulers. That he is equally unequivocal about the support of Æthelred I of Mercia for the 
appointment does not imply that local support was lacking. 
 
The establishment of the Hwiccan bishopric may have been a local Hwiccan initiative, but 
the Hwicce were a client kingdom to Mercia and so the success of the foundation 
depended upon the support of the Mercian king, Æthelred (675-704). The interests of 
overking and underking(s) may have been aligned in this period at the close of the seventh 
century, as the establishment of the diocese helped to bring the various smaller tribes and 
regions of the area under tighter control of the Hwiccan royal family, while binding the 
kingdom of the Hwicce as a client kingdom more tightly to Mercia.813 In any case it seems 
that the first bishops of the Hwicce were mutually agreed upon. However, McKinley is 
right to note that we have no evidence of the Hwiccan royal family patronizing the see in 
this period.814  Instead, monasteries were the focus of their support for the church. In the 
670s-690s, the rulers of the Hwicce had founded and endowed houses at Bath (S 51), 
Gloucester (S 70), Penintanham/Inkberrow (S 53), and Pershore (S 70). King Æthelweard 
of the Hwicce and his brother Æthelheard sold additional land at Ingon to abbess 
Cuthswith of Penintanham sometime between 704 and 709 (S 1177).815 But it was 
Æthelbald of Mercia who granted land to bishop Oftfor for the establishment of a 
monastery at Fladbury, and who granted land at Henbury to the Worcester cathedral.816  

 
812 McKinley, “Understanding,” 83. 
813 On the other peoples in the area, see Sims-Williams, Religion and Literature, 31-33; McKinley, 
“Understanding,” 87. 
814 Cf. McKinley, “Understanding,” 85: “Hwiccan rulers did patronize churches, just not 
Worcester.” 
815 Sims-Williams, Religion and Literature, 191; Dominic Goodall and Andrew Wareham, “The 
Political Significance of Gifts of Power in the Khmer and Mercian Kingdoms 793-926,” Medieval 
Worlds 6 (2017): 156-195, at 161, ask whether Cuthswith paid a fair price in giving 600 shillings for 
just five hides of land. They note the contention of Bassett, that “600 shillings may have been the 
tariff for exemption from around 50 hides” (168); and propose the possibility that this exchange and 
other similar exchanges “may point to a ‘social tariff system’ in which it was appropriate for kings to 
receive gifts of 300 (or 600) shillings, as counter-gifts for gifts of power, from bishops and abbots 
who ruled over religious foundations in the Hwiccan kingdom.” (172) 
816 S 76, S 77. 



201 
  

Oftfor is “the only early bishop for whom there is no evidence of his successor being 
appointed during his own lifetime”.817 If Oftfor died without a successor having already 
been appointed, the need to quickly appoint a new bishop may have provided Æthelred 
with an opportunity to draw the Hwiccan bishopric closer into the Mercian orbit. The 
new bishop, Ecgwine, came to be venerated as a saint, and the legend formation 
surrounding him has made the historical figure hard to recover from beneath the layers of 
later embellishment and invention.818 According to later tradition, he was a relative of king 
Æthelred of Mercia.819 Ecgwine was also reputed to be the founder and first abbot of 
Evesham, an important monastery not far from Worcester, and to have founded it at 
Æthelred’s behest.820 McKinley located Evesham in “the north of the diocese” where he 
suggested that “Hwiccan influence ... was seemingly non-existent.”821 However, 
Evesham lay to Worcester’s south-east, farther south than Inkberrow which had been 
founded by king Oshere of the Hwicce, and close to Pershore, which had been founded by 
his relative Oswald. The geographic location of Evesham therefore need not in itself count 
as evidence that it was a “pro-Mercian” establishment. While we have no hard evidence 
from this period that the rulers of the Hwicce patronized the see of Worcester during 
Ecgwine’s episcopate,822 there is some evidence of interaction and exchange: in the early 
eighth century, bishop Ecgwine granted Æthelheard, brother of King Æthelweard, 
control of the monastery at Fladbury for the duration of his life, with the property 
reverting to the see of Worcester upon his death, in exchange for 20 hides at Stratford-
upon-Avon.823 This transfer of Fladbury from the bishop of Worcester to the brother of 
the Hwiccan king suggests friendly relationships between the see and the court. 

 
817 McKinley, “Understanding,” 82. 
818 Sims-Williams, Religion and Literature, 140-2; Michael Lapidge, “Byrhtferth and the Vita S. 
Ecgwini,” Mediaeval Studies 41 (1979): 331-53. 
819 David C. Cox, The Church and Vale of Evesham, 700-1215: Lordship, Landscape and Prayer, 
Studies in the History of Medieval Religion (Woodbridge: Boydell, 2015), 4. 
820 Sims-Williams, Religion and Literature, 141-2. 
821 McKinley, “Understanding,” 82, 86. 
822 The only charter that names the bishop as recipient is S 54, which purports to be a grant of 
Æthelweard to bishop Ecgwine and the monastery at Evesham, dated 706. BCS 116 (I.1: 171) gives 
the text as Ego Æthelƿeard subregulus, Osheri quondam regis Wicciorum filius ... venerando 
Ecgwino episcopo ad æcclesiam semper virginis Dei genetricis Mariæ quæ fundata extat in 
Cronuchomme [=Evesham] ... It is a probably a forgery. Lapidge, “Byrhtferth and the Vita S. 
Ecgwini,” 331 n. 3; Cubitt, Church Councils, 262; Sims-Williams, Religion and Literature, 35 with 
n. 98. Goodall and Wareham, “Gifts of Power,” 160, treat it as authentic. 
823 S 1252, Sims-Williams, Religion and Literature, 37. 
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The reign of Æthelbald (716-757) 
In the reign of King Æthelbald (716-757) of Mercia, Mercian control over its satellites 
tightened. Just like his predecessor, Æthelbald appears to have had a good relationship 
with the see of Worcester, in spite of Boniface’s complaints about his treatment of the 
church.824 He exchanged land with the church of Worcester immediately after his 
accession (S 102, dated 716x717). He also made several outright gifts: he granted land to 
Wilfrid of Worcester in 727x736 (S 101); later he exempted bishop Milred’s ships from 
taxation in the harbour of London (S 98).825 Another grant we know of through a later 
legal dispute, which was settled when the bishop of Worcester produced the charter 
recording Æthelbald’s original gift (S 137). Similarly, S 1250 and S 1251 record the later 
testimony of the bishop of Worcester about land received from various givers, including 
Æthelbald.826 
 
Such gifts were generous but they were also demonstrations of power, marking the 
bishops of Worcester as the king’s dependents rather than his equals.827 During 
Æthelbald’s reign, as before it, the Hwiccan royal family made no grants to the see of 
Worcester. Nor do we know of any new grants from the Hwiccan rulers to local 
monasteries in this period. Æthelbald, on the other hand, made repeated grants to 
monastic institutions in the diocese of Worcester, although the targets of his largesse were 
mostly not the late-seventh-century foundations of Hwiccan princes. The only existing 
monastery to be given land by Æthelbald was Inkberrow, which he gave six hides at 
Bradley, probably in 723.828 This foundation may have been, as Sims-Williams suggests, a 
“family monastery” and it is possible that it had connections with the Mercian royal 
house.829 Æthelbald later also provided for the establishment of several new monasteries, 

 
824 Tangl 73 (152). 
825 Edited (in Old English) and translated by Agnes Jane Robertson, Anglo-Saxon Charters, second 
edition (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 1956), 2-3, with notes at 259-260. Milred’s 
predecessor Wilfrith also witnessed alongside Milred and Ingwald, bishop of London. On the 
importance of London and its harbour to Mercian interests, see J.R. Maddicott, “London and 
Droitwich, c. 650-750: trade, industry, and the rise of Mercia,” ASE 34 (2005): 7-58. 
826 Steven Basset, “Offa, King of the East Saxons, and his West Midland Land Grants,” Midland 
History 40, no. 1 (2015): 1-23, has argued that these “notoriously spurious” charters do in fact 
reflect actual grants by Offa of the East Saxons.  
827 Cf. Barbara H. Rosenwein, Negotiating Space: Power, Restraint, and Privileges of Immunity in 
Early Medieval Europe (Ithaca: Cornell University Press, 1999), 6-8. 
828 S 95; Sims-Williams, Religion and Literature, 238. 
829 Sims-Williams, Religion and Literature, 238, 191, 241. 
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which were to be headed by his former thegns.830 The Mercian king thus not only 
monopolized patronage of the Hwiccan see, but also of other ecclesiastical institutions, 
and ensured that ecclesiastical property was in the hands of faithful subjects. 
 
However, there is some evidence that even under these conditions the church of 
Worcester was aware of its special relationship to the Hwicce as gens, and sought to 
combine loyalty to the Mercian monarch with an insistence on the ethnic particularity of 
the local people. This evidence comes in the form of the royal styles used of Æthelbald in 
Worcester charters. While the normal style used throughout the Mercian kingdom and 
beyond was “king of Mercia”, a number of charters produced at Worcester experiment 
with alternative forms. The Ismere charter, a rare original from 736, styles Æthelbald 
“king not only of the Mercians but also of all the peoples who are called by the general 
name South Angli”.831 The same term “South Angli” is used in several other charters.832 
Another charter uses “king not only of the Mercians but also of the surrounding 
peoples”.833 The fact that these styles are unique to charters produced and preserved at 
Worcester, indicates that the Worcester church had a hand in coining them. “The 
impetus to explore and explain Æthelbald’s position as king seems to lie within the 
diocese of Worcester,” notes Morn Capper, and “the need to describe Æthelbald as more 
than king of Mercia seems only to have been felt in the Hwiccan region.”834 The Ismere 
charter is unusual among this group in that it also styles Æthelbald “king of Britain” (rex 
Britanniae). The title is clearly intended to reflect the vast extent of Æthelbald’s 
dominion, but what exactly it claimed is opaque. Charles-Edwards has argued that 
“Æthelbald’s claimed an overlordship over southern Britain and not merely the southern 
English.”835  He finds further support in Bede’s statement that not only Kent, the East 
Saxons, the East Angles, the West Saxons, the Mercians, the people of Hereford diocese, 

 
830 S 84, S 85, S 89. See Sims-Williams, Religion and Literature, 147-152. 
831 rex non solum Marcersium sed et omnium provinciarum quæ generale nomine Sutangli dicuntur, 
S 89; Morn Capper, “Titles and Troubles: Conceptions of Mercian Royal Authority in Eighth-and 
Ninth-Century Charters,” in Problems and Possibilities of Early Medieval Charters, ed. Jonathan 
Jarrett and Allan Scott McKinley, International Medieval Research 19 (Turnhout: Brepols, 2013), 
209-229, at 212. 
832 S 94 (716x737); S 101 (727x736); S 103 (716x145); Capper, “Titles and Troubles,” 216. 
833 rex non solum Mercensium sed etiam in circuitu populorum, S 96 (757); Capper, “Titles and 
Troubles,” 216. Note the use of “populorum”, rather than “nationum”, which would have carried 
unintended biblical resonances: see below (Chapter 6). 
834 Capper, “Titles and Troubles,” 216; cf. Anton Scharer, “Intitulationes,” 59-60. 
835 Charles-Edwards, Wales and the Britons, 426. 
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the Hwicce, Lindsey, the Isle of Wight, and the South Saxons, but also “the other 
southern kingdoms which reach right up to the Humber, together with their various 
kings, are subject to Æthelbald, king of Mercia.”836 In the tenth century, too, English 
kings would claim to rule Britain or Albion, meaning to convey that they also exercised 
some form of authority over the Britons.837 Like the title “king of the South Angli”, the 
style “king of Britain” emphasized the rule of Æthelbald over multiple gentes. The exalted 
terms in which Æthelbald is described in the Ismere charter thus serve the double purpose 
of recognizing Æthelbald’s kingship, while at the same time underscoring the fact that the 
Hwicce, while ruled by Mercians, were not themselves Mercian. 

Bishop Milred, the rulers of the Hwicce, and Offa (757-774) 
Æthelbald’s reign saw the tightening of control over client kingdoms and the cultivation 
of close links between the Mercian king and the Hwiccan church. But in 757, Æthelbald 
was murdered and a succession struggle ensued. By the end of the year, Æthelbald’s 
distant relation, Offa, was king.838 Offa departed from his predecessor’s policies in a 
number of ways. While Æthelbald had notoriously declined to take a wife, Offa made sure 
to underscore the legitimacy of his marriage and his children, particularly his son 
Ecgfrith.839 And while Æthelbald had maintained a close relationship with the see of 
Worcester, Offa’s approach was decidedly more disinterested. Around the same time that 
Offa ascended the Mercian throne, three new Hwiccan rulers, the brothers Uhtred, 
Eadred and Ealdred, gained power. We know very little about their family connections. 
Sims-Williams has attempted to tease out possible connections between the earlier known 
Hwiccan kings and these three, the last independent rulers of the Hwicce.840 However, the 

 
836 Et hae omnes prouinciae ceteraeque australes ad confinium usque Humbrae fluminis cum suis 
quaeque regibus Merciorum regi Aedilbaldo subiectae sunt. HE V.23 (558-9); Yorke, “Vocabulary 
of Anglo-Saxon Overlordship,” 180; Hanna Vollrath-Reichelt, Königsgedanke und Königtum bei 
den Angelsachsen bis zur Mitte des 9. Jahrhunderts, Kölner historische Abhandlungen 19 (Cologne: 
Böhlau, 1971), 150. 
837 Julia Crick, “Edgar, Albion and Insular Dominion,” in Edgar: King of the English, 957-975: New 
Interpretations, ed. Donald Scragg, Publications of the Manchester Centre for Anglo-Saxon Studies 
8 (Woodbridge: Boydell, 2008), 158-170; George Molyneaux, “Why Were Some Tenth-Century 
English Kings Presented as Rulers of Britain?” TRHS, sixth series, 21 (2011): 59-91. 
838 Yorke, Kings and Kingdoms, 112: according to the Anglian genealogies, they were first cousins 
twice removed. Their family relations are presented in Yorke’s Table 13 on page 104. Yorke 
suggests that there was cooperation and a sense of affinity between the two branches of the family. 
839 Tangl 73 (148); see below (Chapter 6) for Offa’s efforts to secure the succession of Ecgfrith. 
840 Sims-Williams, Religion and Literature, 37-38. 
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case rests on a slender evidence base, and unless new evidence comes to light we are 
consigned to uncertainty about these late eighth-century rulers’ family origins. The 
political sea change prompted a shift in the relationships of the see of Worcester with the 
Hwiccan and Mercian regna. The see established closer links to the Hwicce and at the 
same time distanced itself from Mercia. 
 
This development took place during the episcopate of Milred (743x747-775), who 
therefore probably played some part in bringing it about.841 We know nothing of Milred’s 
early life. He was identified by John Blair as the “S. Milredus” who was revered at 
Berkswell, so perhaps he had connections there before moving to Worcester.842 Taking 
inspiration from Sims-Williams’ identification of the name element -red as the link 
between Osred (fl. 718x740, a member of the family of kings Osric and Oshere described in 
a charter by Æthelbald as “from the not ignoble lineage, the royal stock of the people of 
the Hwicce” qui est de stirpe non ignobili prosapia regali gentis Huicciorum, S 99), Alfred 
(father of Æthelburh, on whom see below), and the new kings Uhtred, Eadred, and 
Ealdred, it is tempting to speculate that Milred might have had a family connection with 
the new rulers.843 It may be relevant that the kings of Mercia Æthelred (675-704), Coenred 
(704-709) and Ceolred (709-716) also all share this name element. We might also wonder 
whether the first element of Milred’s name points to some connection with the family of 
Merewalh, among whom several names beginning with Mil- or Mild- are found.844 
Perhaps a family connection explains why Cuthbert’s epigraph for the tomb of Milfrith 
was among a collection of poems compiled by or for Milred.845 Whatever his family 

 
841 McKinley, “Understanding,” 80-83. 
842 John Blair, “Handlist of Anglo-Saxon Saints,” in Local Saints and Local Churches in the early 
medieval West, ed. Alan Thacker and Richard Sharpe (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 2002), 495-
565, at 545-6; McKinley, “Understanding,” 80-1. 
843 Sims-Williams, Religion and Literature, 38.  
844 Mildburg, Mildthryth, Mildgyth, and Milfrith. Sims-Williams, Religion and Literature, 50. 
845 Sims-Williams, Religion and Literature, 339, 341-2, 345. A manuscript containing the collection, 
known as the Syllogue of Milred, was seen and partially transcribed by John Leland in the early 
sixteenth century; part of that same manuscript survives today in Urbana-Champaign, University of 
Illinois Library, MS 128. Daniel J. Sheerin, “John Leland and Milred of Worcester,” Manuscripta 21 
(1977): 173-8. Edited by Liutpold Wallach in G.M. Kirkwood, ed., Poetry and Poetics from ancient 
Greece to the Renaissance: Studies in honor of James Hutton (Ithaca: Cornell University Press, 
1975) 134-51, at 144, discussion at 150-151. Re-edited by Dieter Schaller, “Bemerkungen zur 
Inschriften-Sylloge von Urbana,” Mittellateinisches Jahrbuch 12 (1977): 9-21 (edition and discussion 
of the Cyneberht verse at 17-21), reprinted with some addenda in Dieter Schaller, Studien zur 
lateinischen Dichtung des Frühmittelalters (Stuttgart: Anton Hiersemann, 1995), 184-96 and 423-4. 
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connections, it is clear that Milred enjoyed a good education, and in adulthood he revealed 
himself as a cultivated individual and built a wide network of contacts. He travelled to the 
continent to visit Boniface and Lull, and not long afterwards wrote Lull a letter of 
consolation upon hearing of Boniface’s death (in 754).846 His letter reveals that he was 
engaged in the exchange of books with other key figures in the Anglo-Saxon church, for in 
it he apologises for not sending a book he had evidently promised to Lull, because it had 
not yet been returned to him by Cuthbert of Canterbury.847 As noted above (chapter 3), 
Alan Thacker has suggested that it is possible that “by the mid-eighth century Worcester 
possessed a collection of late-seventh-century texts originating in Canterbury, among 
which was hagiographical matter relating to Gregory.”848 Perhaps this material arrived by 
way of Milred’s literary exchanges with Cuthbert. Milred’s interest in poetry is shown by 
the collection of verses which he compiled or caused to be compiled.849 Patrick Sims-
Williams described the compilation as “comparable to other syllogae which circulated in 
the early Middle Ages, with the important exceptions that it is the first to have been 
discovered that was certainly put together in Anglo-Saxon England and the only one to 
contain large numbers of English compositions.”850 
 
One such English composition with local interest was the epitaph of Bugga, founder of a 
double monastery at Withington, Gloucestershire. Milred’s interest in Bugga’s epitaph 
was more than literary: not only did her monastery lie in his diocese, Milred also became 
personally involved in securing control of it for a later abbess.851 In 774, he attested a 
charter confirming the lease of this monastery’s land for life to abbess Æthelburh, with 
reversion to his own church at Worcester upon her death.852 The monastery had earlier 

 
846 Tangl 112 (243-5). 
847 Tangl 112 (245). 
848 Thacker, “Memorializing,” 68-9. 
849 Milred is also named as either author or recipient of a verse preserved in London, BL, Cotton 
Vitellius A. xix, on 8r. See Sheerin, “John Leland and Milred,” 178-80. 
850 Patrick Sims-Williams, “Milred of Worcester’s collection of Latin epigrams,” ASE 10 (1982): 21-
38, at 26-7. Lapidge, “Some Remnants,” 801, suggests that Milred’s codex was “clearly designed by 
Milred as a specifically English sylloga with English models and English terms of reference”, but 
Lapdige only considers the poems copied by John Leland in his Collectanea, Oxford, Bodleian 
Library, Top. gen. c. 2 (S.C. 3118) pp. 111-15. The manuscript at Urbana contains considerably 
more continental material.  
851 Bugga was the daughter of king Centwine of Wessex; Withington lies in the southern part of the 
territory of the Hwicce and so would have been near to the West Saxon territory. See Della Hooke, 
The Anglo-Saxon Landscape, 12-16, on the extent of the Hwiccan kingdom and bishopric. 
852 S 1255. Lapidge, “Some Remnants,” 800, 815-6. 
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been the subject of a protracted legal dispute, which had involved dignitaries of the 
highest level. It was the sub-king of the Hwicce, Oshere, and the king of the Mercians, 
Æthelred, by whose grant the monastery had originally been established, and it was a 
council of Archbishop Nothelm of Canterbury, including at least five other bishops, that 
had settled the dispute.853 This dispute is one of two case studies examined in detail by 
Martin Ryan in an article on the reversion of monasteries to the see of Worcester in the 
eighth century.854 His study suggests that episcopal support for one of the rival claimants 
to the land may have been decisive in securing her legal victory.855 Amenability to a 
reversion clause may have helped win that support; in addition, such a clause “had the 
potential to frustrate rival claims on the foundation and its landed resources: there was a 
vested interest in ensuring control of the institution remained with the person who had 
made the reversionary grant or with their heirs.”856 Far from being a unilateral “power 
grab” on the part of the bishop, the reversion clause was therefore a mutually beneficial 
arrangement.857  It probably also reflected existing relationships between a house and the 
see.858 Æthelburh was a woman of means. She acquired control over a monastery at 
Twyning at the same time and under the same conditions as Withington, and later added 
to these a monastery at Fladbury, again with the provision that the monastery would 
revert to the see of Worcester after her death.859 It is from the charter attesting this last 
grant that we learn she was a kinswoman of underking Ealdred of the Hwicce. This casts 
Milred’s grant of Withington and Twyning to her in a new light, for it gives us clear 
evidence of the bishop forging alliances between the see of Worcester and the (new) 
Hwiccan aristocracy.  
 
It is after the dual regime change in the Mercian and Hwiccan kingdoms that we find the 
first charter evidence of Hwiccan support of the see of Worcester, though it must be said 

 
853 S 1429.  
854 Martin Ryan, “‘Ad sedem episcopalem reddantur’: Bishops, Monks, and Monasteries in the 
Diocese of Worcester in the Eighth Century” in Discipline and Diversity: Papers Read at the 2005 
Summer Meeting and 2006 Winter Meeting of the Ecclesiastical History Society, SCH 43, ed. Kate 
Cooper and Jeremy Gregory (Boydell, 2007): 114-129, discussion of this case at 118-124. 
855 Ryan, “Ad Sedem,” 122, 124. 
856 Ryan, “Ad Sedem,” 120. 
857 Ryan, “Ad Sedem,” 116; Foot, Monastic Life, 95. 
858 Ryan, “Ad Sedem,” 128, see also Sims-Williams, Religion and Literature, 37-8, 131-2. 
859 Foot, Monastic Life, 279; S 62. As we have seen above, this was not the first time that control of 
Fladbury had passed to a member of the local nobility with reversion to Worcester as a condition. 
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that this evidence is scant and not always reliable.860 One charter records the grant of land 
at Tredington (where the church of St Gregory was later to be found) by the royal 
fraternity to Milred and the church of St Peter’s, Worcester, “where the bodies of our 
parents rest”.861 This would suggest that the parents of the three under-kings had links 
with Worcester already, a relationship which the grant now confirmed and strengthened. 
The charter is dated 757, by which time Milred had been bishop for at least a decade, so 
perhaps it was he who had won the friendship of the kings’ parents for his cathedral.862  
Milred acted as witness for the brothers quite frequently, if the surviving charters are an 
accurate reflection. He attested a possibly original charter of the three brothers granting 
land to abbot Headda in 759 (S 56). His name is also found on a series of five grants by one 
of the brothers, Uhtred (S 58, S 59, S 60, and S 61), and one by Ealdred (S 63). Two of these 
(S 58 and S 59) included a reversion clause, stating that the land granted would be given to 
Worcester after the death of the recipient. Although several of these charters exist only in 
late copies, the overall impression they create is that the new Hwiccan rulers had an 
interest in cultivating links with Milred and with the see of Worcester.863 
 
The permission of Offa as overking was sought and given for the Hwiccan kings’ grants. 
But on his own initiative, Offa showed remarkably little interest in supporting Worcester 
during the first two decades of his reign.864 His relationship with Milred appears cool. 
Milred’s subscription is found on only one of Offa’s charters (S 143, dated 761x764), which 
confirmed an exemption from toll granted by Æthelbald to the abbey of Minster-in-
Thanet. Although a charter of Uhtred (S 61) describes Milred as “the faithful friend of my 
lord” [i.e. Offa] (Milredus ... domini mei fidus amicus), this charter exists only in an 

 
860 McKinley, “Understanding,” 83-84. 
861 ... Milredo venerando antistite ad sedem pontificalem et ad æcclesiam beatissimi apostolorum 
principis sancti Petri ubi corpora parentum nostrorum quiescunt quæ in Uuegernensi civitate 
fundata est... (S 55). On the bounds, see Della Hooke, Warwickshire Anglo-Saxon Charter Bounds 
(Woodbridge: Boydell, 1999), 36-41. Cf. McKinley, “Understanding,” 92. 
862 Sims-Williams notes that “if this passage is authentic, it indicates a change in policy, for Osric is 
said to have been buried at Gloucester.” Sims-Williams, Religion and Literature, 37. 
863 S 113 is a grant in 778 from Offa to Ealdred of the Hwicce (styled dux), followed by Ealdred 
transferring ownership to St Mary’s Worcester. The prevailing opinion of scholarship is that the 
first part is genuine while the second part is not, because St Mary’s was established only in the later 
tenth century. On the foundation of St Mary’s see Julia Barrow, “The Community of Worcester, 
961-c.1100,” in St Oswald of Worcester: Life and Influence, ed. Nicholas Brooks and Catherine 
Cubitt, Studies in the Early History of Britain (Leicester: Leicester University Press, 1996), 84-99, at 
90-91. 
864 McKinley, “Understanding,” 93.   
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eleventh-century copy and is generally viewed as untrustworthy.865 A grant of ten hides 
from Offa to Milred in 765 (S 107) is probably spurious. The only other record of a gift of 
land from Offa to Worcester during Milred’s episcopacy is S 142, pertaining to an estate at 
Wican. Its authenticity has been debated, but if, for argument’s sake, we assume it is 
genuine, the gift represents an important westward expansion of Worcester’s land.866 On 
the western bank of the Severn, bounded by woodland and probably used for dairy 
farming, the estate offered “complementary resources” to the “heavily cultivated areas 
east of the Severn”.867 It is unfortunate that the grant cannot be dated, except that it must 
fall between Offa’s accession and Milred’s death, as this might shed more light on the 
development of their relationship over time. Nevertheless, even granting that Offa may 
have given Wican to Worcester (and it must be repeated that the authenticity of the 
charter has been questioned), a single gift over the course of almost two decades hardly 
speaks of a warm relationship. At the very same time, therefore, that we see a certain 
distance growing between the bishop and the Mercian overkings, we also see 
rapprochement between the bishop of Worcester and the local Hwiccan aristocracy. 

Episcopal elections as a political barometer (774-780) 
Perhaps as a result of this, the system of episcopal appointments also changed. As noted 
above, until Milred’s episcopate, it was usual for the next bishop to be appointed during 
the lifetime of his predecessor, and for bishops to be chosen from the northern part of the 
diocese or beyond. But beginning from the appointment of Milred’s successor, the 
practice of appointing a successor while the previous bishop was still living was 
abandoned, and what evidence we have points to a southern provenance for the bishops of 
Worcester.868 In Anglo-Saxon England it was customary to allow an outgoing bishop to 
nominate his own successor, so the practice of electing new bishops while their 

 
865 H.P.R. Finberg, The Early Charters of the West Midlands (Leicester: Leicester University Press, 
1961), 93 (no. 219); Anton Scharer, Die angelsächsische Königsurkunde im 7. und 8. Jahrhundert 
(Vienna; Graz; Cologne: Böhlau, 1982), 256-7. 
866 Kevin Anthony Caliendo, “Diplomatic Solutions: Land Use in Anglo-Saxon Worcestershire,” 
Doctoral Thesis, Loyola University Chicago (2014), 55. Scharer, Königsurkunde, thought the 
charter spurious. Finberg, The Early Charters of the West Midlands, believed it to be authentic. On 
the estate’s extent, see Della Hooke, Anglo-Saxon Landscape, 108-110 (with map at 109). According 
to her reconstruction, the estate spanned some 14 km from its northwestern to its southeastern 
corner.  
867 Caliendo, “Diplomatic Solutions,” 56; cf. Hooke, Anglo-Saxon Landscape, 110 (woodland), 134 
(dairy). 
868 McKinley, “Understanding,” 79-80. 
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predecessors lived was not in itself considered problematic (although from a continental 
perspective it was uncanonical).869 However, the bishop would normally designate his 
successor with the consent of the cathedral community, and it was usual for the appointee 
to be selected from within the bishop’s own circle, or from a monastery with ties to the 
see.870 What evidence we have for episcopal elections in Worcester before the final quarter 
of the eighth century points to bishops being brought in from elsewhere rather than 
cultivated locally. From a canonical perspective, the correct method of appointing a 
bishop was that the clergy and people of the diocese should elect him, or else that a synod 
as a representative body should perform the same duty.871 The porous boundary between 
councils of the church and meetings of the royal council meant that kings could strongly 
influence or even control elections in some cases.872 This appears to have been what 
happened in Worcester during the reign of Æthelbald. However, during Offa’s reign, this 
changed. Perhaps the politics of the Southumbrian synods had shifted: Worcester’s 
bishops Wærmund (775-777), Tilhere (777-781) and Hathored (781-798) would all have 
been consecrated by Jænberht of Canterbury (765-791), with whom Offa had a 
tumultuous relationship.873 Perhaps also the cathedral community of Worcester itself was 
now in a better position to assert itself in nominating its own leader, with the support of 
local nobles. 
 
We do not know anything about the background of Wærmund, Milred’s immediate 
successor.874 However, there is some evidence that the next bishop, Tilhere, had 

 
869 Catherine Cubitt, “Wilfrid's ‘Usurping Bishops’: Episcopal Elections in Anglo-Saxon England, c. 
600–c. 800,” Northern history 25, no. 1 (1989): 18-38, at 30-33; Simon Coates, “The bishop as 
benefactor and civic patron: Alcuin, York, and episcopal authority in Anglo-Saxon England,” 
Speculum 71, no. 3 (1996): 529-558, at 537-8. 
870 Cubitt, “Wilfrid’s Usurping Bishops,” 25-28. 
871 Vollrath, Synoden Englands, 22. We know that this was done on at least some occasions, see 
Cubitt, “Wilfrid’s Usurping Bishops,” 35 n. 80. 
872 On concilia mixta held under the auspices of a king, see Cubitt, Church Councils, 6-7; compare 
also Margaret Deanesly, Sidelights on the Anglo-Saxon Church (London: A. & C. Black, 1962), 111: 
“‘Synodus’ was a word that meant ‘meeting’, and in the pre-Conquest period was still not used 
exclusively for a meeting of bishops or clergy, which renders the distinction between the king’s 
witan and an episcopal assembly more difficult.”  For royal involvement in the appointment of some 
Anglo-Saxon bishops, see Cubitt, ‘Wilfrid’s Usurping Bishops’, 34-5. 
873 See Brooks, Early History, 114-117. 
874 A Wermund abbas attests S 90 which claims to have been produced at Clofesho in 742. Though it 
would be tempting to identify this Wærmund with the later bishop (whose short term of office as 
bishop of Worcester would fit with the hypothesis that he was of advanced years by the time of his 
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previously been abbot of Berkeley.875 If bishop Tilhere is to be identified with the abbot 
Tilhere who attested two charters for the Hwiccan underkings during Milred’s episcopacy 
(S 59, S 63), this would show him to have had a prior connection to the Hwiccan rulers 
before becoming bishop. His appointment indicates a weakening of Mercian control over 
the see in the third quarter of the eighth century, with local Hwiccan elites now playing a 
larger role in nominating its incumbents. This trend continued with the appointment of 
Heathored, who was a relative (propinquus) of a certain abbot Headda, to whom the 
Hwiccan underkings had earlier made a generous grant of land.876 It would seem therefore 
that Heathored was also local to the kingdom of the Hwicce. 

The see of Worcester and King Offa in the later part of his reign 
(780-796) 

The relationships between the kingdoms of Mercia, the Hwicce, and the diocese of 
Worcester reached another turning point late in the 770s. Around 778, the last semi-
independent Hwiccan ruler, Ealdred, disappears from the historical record, and from this 
point on the kingdom of the Hwicce was politically entirely absorbed into Mercia. Its 
underkings were replaced with ealdormen or duces.877 One of the earliest ealdormen we 
know of was Æthelmund, who received a large grant of land from Offa in the final years of 
his reign (793x796) and who is recorded as having died leading a military expedition into 
Wessex in 803.878 He may have been a descendant of the formerly independent royal line. 
It is certainly suggestive that he and his son Æthelric both share a name with earlier 
members of the royal house of the Hwicce.879  
 

 
consecration), the witness list is a forgery, “impossible for that date or indeed for any other”, 
Brooks, Early History, 192, 317-19. 
875 The connection with Berkeley is a late (14th century) tradition, but the claim itself does not arouse 
suspicion since Berkely did not enjoy particularly high standing at the time it was recorded. 
McKinley, “Understanding,” 78. Sims-Williams, Religion and Literature, 158, accepts the 
information as accurate. More cautious is Sarah Foot, Veiled Women, II:40. 
876 S 56, S 1413. 
877 Featherstone, “Tribal Hidage and Ealdormen,” 30-1.  
878 S 139; Bately, ed., Anglo-Saxon Chronicle, 40 (s.a. 800); trans. Michael J. Swanton, The Anglo-
Saxon Chronicles (London: J.M. Dent, 1996), 58-9. 
879 A certain Æthelmund son of Oswald was slain by Æthelbald of Mercia; he may be the son of 
Oswald the brother of the late seventh-century king Osric of the Hwicce; Æthelric was the son and 
successor of king Oshere, and may have also had a brother named Æthelmund. See Sims-Williams, 
Religion and Literature, 34-6, with n. 99. 
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At precisely the same time that Offa reduced the kings of the Hwicce to ministerial status, 
he began to take notice of the see of Worcester. As we have seen, he had not up to this 
point made many gifts to the bishop and his community. However, in the years 779-780 
he made a number of grants. The possibly authentic S 117 (dated 780) reserves ten hides 
given to St Peter’s, Breedon for the use of the bishop. Another charter, S 126, is not a legal 
document itself but a record of a grant in Old English with a later Latin translation, 
concerning a small gift (1 hide) to a monastery in Worcester; it should probably be dated 
to 779. More interesting are two grants made at Tamworth on the feast of Stephen, 780: 
the one a gift to the cathedral church of St Peter, with the condition that the land be leased 
for life to Offa’s kinswoman (propinqua mea) Eanburh, who was an abbess, and the other 
offered in exchange for a different plot of land elsewhere.880 Both show the king leveraging 
his grants to secure benefits for himself or his family. Barbara Yorke has noted that the 
establishment of royal nunneries could be a “means of taking back lands granted to the 
church and of outflanking episcopal authority”881 – perhaps this strategy was also being 
employed here. 
 
The following year (781), a dispute arose between Offa and the Worcester community over 
several parcels of land. Bishop Heathored, with the consent of the community at 
Worcester, surrendered a significant amount of property belonging to the church to Offa 
at the Synod of Brentford.882 Scholarly interpretations of this event have tended to be 
variations on the theme of Offa heavy-handedly wresting control of this strategic estate 
near Bath (and thus near the West-Saxon border) from the bishops of Worcester.883 While 
there can be no doubt that gaining control of the monastery and its 90 hides was a 
favourable outcome for Offa, we would do well to consider also what benefit bishop 
Heathored and his community may have derived from the settlement. McKinley has 

 
880 S 120 and S 121. Neither is universally accepted as authentic; the latter is certainly not authentic in 
its current form but may be the product of a reworking of authentic material. Scharer, 
Königsurkunde, 251-2. 
881 Yorke, “Patronage of Nunneries,” 46. Offa and his queen Cynethryth obtained a papal exemption 
for the female religious house at Bedeford (Bedford) of which Cynethryth became the abbess after 
Offa’s death. The list of houses covered by this privilege is lost, but the abbey of St Peter of which 
Eanburh became abbess may also have been included. Yorke, “Patronage of Nunneries,” 46 with 
notes 53 and 54. On the role of women in securing control of monasteries for the royal family, see 
also Stafford, “Political Women in Mercia,” 36-7, 40-1. 
882 S 1257.  
883 Caliendo, “Diplomatic Solutions,” 39; McKinley, “Understanding,” 92-93; Sims-Williams, 
Religion and Literature, 159-161. 
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argued in another context for considering carefully the agency and motives of persons 
alienating land, and shown how relinquishing property could be a viable strategy for 
acquiring status.884  Goodall and Wareham have drawn attention to the importance of 
what is conspicuously not given or surrendered.885 The Brentford charter states that Offa 
relinquished his claims on Stratford, Stour, Ismere, Bredon and Hampton, and confirmed 
the Worcester community’s possession of them, thereby strengthening the see’s hold on 
these estates. Rather than seeing the legal proceedings as a unilateral move on Offa’s part, 
therefore, we may see them as a true negotiation, in which the new bishop of Worcester 
held his own. By surrendering one estate, he placed the see’s control of others on a better 
footing (and won a concession of the customary food-rents paid to the king from them). 
The timing of these events shortly after Heathored’s consecration may mirror a pattern 
discerned by Goodall and Wareham in a series of grants to churches made by Mercian 
kings, each of which was made shortly after their accession or restoration.886 The period 
immediately after a succession was one in which relationships had to be (re)negotiated, 
and the new balance of power assessed. At the synod of Brentford, we can see not only 
Offa, but also Heathored asserting himself and winning important concessions. Perhaps it 
was this display of strength that made the see of Worcester something of a rallying point 
for the local elites, whose gens had recently been deprived of a civic expression. McKinley 
has argued persuasively that “[the see of] Worcester became the obvious centre of local 
identity upon the disappearance of the Hwiccan kingdom.”887 This was reflected in 
increasing local aristocratic support for the see, and an increasing number of local 
monasteries over which the bishop of Worcester exercised direct control.888 As Sims-
Williams has observed, “[b]ishops were assumed to be there to counterbalance lay 

 
884 Allan Scott McKinley, “Strategies of Alienating Land to the Church in Eighth-Century Alsace,” in 
Problems and Possibilities of Early Medieval Charters, ed. Jonathan Jarrett and Allan Scott 
McKinley, International Medieval Research 19 (Turnhout: Brepols, 2013), 33-56. We might also 
wish to consider whether the members of the community at Bath itself stood to gain something 
from their minster becoming a royal monastery. 
885 Goodall and Wareham, “Gifts of Power,” 172-3. 
886 Goodall and Wareham, “Gifts of Power,” 171, 173; compare how McKinley identified a tendency 
of one eighth-century Alsatian family to make grants in situations of political volatility, “when the 
stability of the government of the Frankish kingdom was threatened by the deaths of prominent 
court figures … times of both opportunity and threat in the political system.” McKinley, “Strategies 
of Alienating Land,” 43-5. 
887 McKinley, “Understanding,” 94. 
888 McKinley, “Understanding,” 95; Sims-Williams, Religion and Literature, 169. 
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control”889 and both Offa and local elites would have been aware that a strong see of 
Worcester represented a threat to the Mercian king’s control over the Hwiccan church. 
One sign of the strength of the bishops of the Hwicce may be that, in the closing years of 
Offa’s reign, Heathored successfully challenged the appropriation of five hides of 
episcopal land by Offa’s comes, Bynna.890  

The Bishops of Worcester and the Hwiccan gens 
Heathored’s death towards the very end of the eighth century and the accession of 
Deneberht, brings us back to where this chapter began: Deneberht of Worcester’s 
profession in which he styled himself “bishop of the Hwicce”. As Walter Pohl notes, 
“ethnonyms are a central feature of ethnic identification” and while they do not always 
offer a clear window onto social realities, “frequent mentions at least allow one to trace 
consistent naming practices within a wider system of distinction.”891 In this case, the 
consistent use of the ethnonym “Hwicce” in the styles of the bishops of Worcester points 
to a widely shared and enduring sense that the bishopric of Worcester coincided with the 
Hwiccan gens. As an episcopal community, the idea of the Hwiccan gens continued to be 
asserted even as the territory of the Hwicce was absorbed into the Mercian kingdom. The 
style “bishop of the Hwicce” would continue in use into the tenth century.892 In addition 
to continuing to use the style “bishop of the Hwicce”, the bishops of the Worcester 
continued to cultivate local networks, and their wealth and connections made them a force 
to be reckoned with. Early ninth century records show us bishops of Worcester able to 
treat on a basis of equality with the Mercian king.893 By the mid-ninth century one bishop 
of Worcester was in a position to make an outright gift to his monarch, leasing him 20 
hides for five lives “for our defence” and in order that “the king be more firmly the friend of 
the bishop and his community”, but asking no other return.894 As noted in the 
introduction, not every gens was seen as an episcopal community in early Anglo-Saxon 
England, and not every episcopal community was also a gens. Yet for the Hwicce, being 

 
889 Sims-Williams, Religion and Literature, 140.   
890 S 137. Patrick Wormald, “A handlist of Anglo-Saxon lawsuits,” ASE 17 (1988): 247-281, at 259-60.  
891 Pohl, “Ethnonyms and Ethnic Identities in Early Medieval Europe,” 7, 13. 
892 presul Hwicciorum, S 1290, in the year 957; antistes Huicciorum, S 1297, in the year 963. 
893 McKinley, “Understanding,” 93-95. 
894 S 1272, BCS 455.1 (II.1: 40): pro nostra defensione ... ut ipse rex firmius amicus sit episcopo 
prefato et familia ejus... The king promptly leased some or all of this land to a man named Ecgberht 
for five lives, in exchange for the princely sum of £60. S 199; Goodall and Wareham, “Gifts of 
Power,” 161-2. 
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both gens and episcopal community simultaneously may have held the key to the 
longevity of their imagined community.  
 

Conclusion 
The dioceses of Worcester and Hereford had been established at the same time by 
Theodore. Both were roughly the same size, and both were connected at the time of their 
foundation to a kingdom whose kings recognized the overlordship of the king of Mercia. 
The two dioceses were therefore similar in many respects. Yet, it has here been argued, 
the diocese of Hereford was understood as providing episcopal oversight for a portion of 
the Mercian kingdom, while the diocese of Worcester was envisioned from the beginning 
as a diocese for the Hwiccan gens. Tracing the relationship of the see of Worcester to the 
Hwicce and to Mercia over the course of its first hundred years, we see how lasting an 
imprint the Hwiccan gens made upon the ecclesiastical institution. The tradition that the 
see was founded by king Oshere suggests that the Hwiccan kings played an important 
part in its earliest history. We have no narrative sources to tell us about the election of 
most of the early bishops of Worcester, but in the one case where we do have such a 
source, Bede writing about the election of Oftfor, we are told that he was a universally 
acceptable choice and had already spent a long time in the kingdom of the Hwicce. Thus, 
from its inception, the bishopric seems to have been intended to serve the Hwiccan 
kingdom and people. In the first decades of its existence the see seems to have enjoyed the 
support of both Hwiccan and Mercian royalty. Later, during the reign of Æthelbald, the 
flow of gifts and the pattern of episcopal election would suggest closer links with Mercia, 
while the royal house of the Hwicce is conspicuously absent from the charter evidence. 
However, the idea of the Hwicce as a non-Mercian gens lived on, finding expression in the 
styles given to the Mercian king in Worcester documents. Offa’s neglect of the see in the 
first decades of his reign created space for local patronage of the see to resume, and bishop 
Milred actively cultivated the see’s relationships with the local aristocracy. By the time 
Offa managed to fully incorporate the Hwiccan kingdom into Mercia and turned his 
attention to the see of Worcester, its bishop was locally well-connected, wealthy, and able 
to offer more resistance than Offa probably liked. Because of the links cultivated with local 
elites, the see and its incumbents became focal points for the expression and preservation 
of a distinctive Hwiccan identity, and the bishops of Worcester continued to style 
themselves as “bishop of the Hwiccan people” long after the kingdom of the Hwicce was 
no more. However, in the late eighth century, Offa explored another avenue of organizing 
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for the cohesion, centralization and tight alignment with his own court of the church in his 
territory: the creation of a new archiepiscopal see. It is this Mercian archbishopric that is 
the subject of the following, final chapter. 
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Chapter 6 – The people as archiepiscopal 
community: the Mercians and the rise and 
fall of Lichfield province 
 
 

Introduction 
The preceding chapters have shown that the idea of a gens Anglorum, which included all 
Anglo-Saxon peoples, was widely but not universally shared in the eighth century. 
Reverence for Gregory as apostle of this gens encouraged making Canterbury and York 
central within the ecclesia Anglorum and marginalizing the midlands, while Bede’s 
foregrounding of the larger whole left little room for smaller gentes in the institutional 
organization of the church. The previous chapter explored the correspondence between 
the gens of the Hwicce and the diocese of Worcester, arguing that, in this case, the 
bishopric provided a vehicle for expressing and preserving Hwiccan identity during the 
period of Mercian hegemony. This chapter examines what we are able to recover of 
Mercian ideas about their own gens and its relation to the rest of the Anglo-Saxon gentes, 
and how these ideas shaped the Anglo-Saxon church. It argues that the establishment and 
abolition of the metropolitan province of Lichfield were the results of different and 
changing perspectives on the gentes of Anglo-Saxon England. The first section of the 
chapter surveys various sources that offer insights into Mercian self-understanding. 
Rather unsurprisingly, these sources tend to make the Mercian gens central to their ethnic 
maps. The second section of the chapter argues that the establishment of the province of 
Lichfield was part of the attempt to shape and give institutional expression to the Mercian 
people. It then discusses the end of the short-lived Lichfield province, and argues that this 
was not only the result of the political changes that took place upon the death of Offa and 
his son Ecgfrith (in 796), but also reflects the triumph of the idea of the gens Anglorum as 
promoted by Canterbury.  
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The Mercian ethnic map 

Felix’s Life of Guthlac 
The cult of St Guthlac is perhaps the best place to begin in the search for Mercian ethnic 
sentiment. Not only because Felix’s Life of St Guthlac is one of the few sources known to 
have come out of an eighth-century Mercian context, but also because, as Stefany Wragg 
has argued, “Guthlac represented Mercian identity, personally embodying several of its 
key hallmarks: shared Anglian racial descent, geographical origin in a Mercian region, and 
affiliation with the Mercian royal family.”895 The Latin Life, composed between 720 and 
749, is dedicated to king Ælfwald of East Anglia, but it is the Mercians, and king 
Æthelbald of Mercia in particular, who take centre stage in the narrative.896 Given Felix’s 
stated double aim of recalling readers already familiar with Guthlac to his commemoration 
and introducing the saint to a new audience yet unfamiliar with his virtues, perhaps the 
Life was intended to promote the cult of a saint already familiar to the Mercians among the 
East Angles as well.897 
 
Felix’s narrative begins by placing Guthlac in his context. The saint was born “in the days 
of the illustrious Æthelred, king of the Angli” (in diebus Æthelredi inlustris Anglorum 
regis).898 Æthelred was king of the Mercians, and in taking his reign as the temporal 
framework for the narrative, Felix demonstrated the centrality of the Mercians from the 
opening lines of his Life. Guthlac’s father, Penwalh, is described as a “man of 
distinguished Mercian stock” (vir de egregia Merciorum stirpe).899 “Moreover,” Felix 
claimed, “the descent of this man was traced in set order through the most noble names of 
famous kings, back to Icel in whom it began in days of old.”900 From the Life’s inception, 
Felix thus placed Guthlac firmly in a milieu that was Mercian and royal.901 However, the 
title “king of the Angli”, used of Æthelred in the opening sentence of the Life, suggests a 

 
895 Stefany J. Wragg, “Vernacular Literature in Eighth- and Ninth-Century Mercia,” PhD Thesis, 
University of Oxford (2017), 100. 
896 VSG, introduction (18-19). 
897 VSG prologue (64-5). 
898 VSG 1 (72-3, translation adapted). 
899 VSG 1 (72-3) 
900 Huius etiam viri progenies per nobilissima inlustrium regum nomina antiqua ab origine Icles 
digesto ordine cucurrit. VSG 2 (74-5). 
901 Catherine Cubitt, “Memory and Narrative,” 56. 
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wider circle to which Guthlac belonged. And indeed, we soon learn that Guthlac was 
raised not in the Mercian heartlands, but in the “district of the Middle Angles” (in 
Mediterraneorum Anglorum partibus).902 Although Guthlac himself was a Mercian, his 
context was broader and included other Anglian peoples. Guthlac’s Mercian connections 
and his participation in a broader world that included multiple gentes also feature in the 
following part of the Life. Between the ages of fifteen and twenty-four, Guthlac had a 
career as a warrior.903 Felix wrote that he gathered a band of fighters from “diverse 
peoples” (diversarum gentium) around himself and amassed plunder from a series of 
raids.904 At some point in his early life, Guthlac spent time among the Britons as an exile 
and learned to understand their language.905 His exile was probably on account of his royal 
descent, which made him a potential rival for the Mercian throne.906 However, Guthlac’s 
fighting career came to an abrupt end when he decided to dedicate himself to monastic 
life.907 He entered the double monastery at Repton.908 Later tradition held that Repton had 
been founded by a prince (princeps) Frithuric, who granted the land for its foundation to 
abbot Headda in the late seventh century.909 When Guthlac entered the foundation, it was 

 
902 VSG 1 (72-3). 
903 Felix placed the end of Guthlac’s warrior phase “when he had completed the twenty-fourth year 
of his age” (cum aetatis suae xxiiii annum peregisset) and wrote that he had spent “about nine years” 
(novem circiter annorum orbibus) with his warband. VSG 18-19 (80-3). 
904 VSG 16-17 (80-1). 
905 VSG 34 (110). 
906 Charles-Edwards, Wales and the Britons, 412. 
907 Undergoing tonsure had political implications, for it meant becoming unfit to rule. See Ian Wood, 
“Hair and Beards in the Early Medieval West,” Al-Masāq 30, no. 1 (2018): 107-116, at 115. Bede 
records that queen Osthryth of the Mercians was murdered in 697, i.e. shortly before Guthlac 
entered the monastery. Some scholars have suggested that Guthlac was involved in the murder. HE 
V.24 (564); Wragg, “Early Texts,” 255. An unusually high number of Anglo-Saxon kings abdicated 
and entered the religious life, compared to their continental counterparts. The ideas about kingship 
and religious life that contributed to this trend are discussed in Clare Stancliffe, “Kings who opted 
out,” in Ideal and Reality in Frankish and Anglo-Saxon Society, ed. P. Wormald, D. Bullough, and 
R. Collins (Oxford: Blackwell, 1983), 154-76, and Barbara Yorke, “Adaptation of the Anglo-Saxon 
Royal Courts,” 245-52.  
908 VSG 20 (84). 
909 S 1805; David Parsons, “The Mercian Church: archaeology and topography,” in Mercia: An 
Anglo-Saxon Kingdom in Europe, ed. Michelle P. Brown and Carol A. Farr, Studies in the Early 
History of Europe (London; New York: Continuum, 2001), 51-68, at 56, 60; Yorke, Kings and 
Kingdoms, 107. A useful overview of the phases of the site’s development can be found in Eric 
Fernie, “The Eastern Parts of the Anglo-Saxon Church of St Wystan at Repton: Function and 
Chronology,” The Antiquaries Journal 98 (2018): 95-114. Frithuric also made a donation to 
Medeshamstede: S 1803. 
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under the leadership of Abbess Ælfthryth. She may be the same as the Ælfthryth 
mentioned in the letter of Bishop Wealdhere of London to Archbishop Brihtwold of 
Canterbury in 704 or 705, which refers to a recent assembly of King Coenred of Mercia (r. 
704-709) with the bishops and other leaders of his realm to discuss the “reconciliation of 
Ælfthryth”.910 Why this Ælfthryth needed to be reconciled and to whom is not known, 
but if she is indeed the Abbess of Repton, Wealdhere’s letter is evidence of the monastery’s 
prominence in Mercian society in Guthlac’s day.911 Certainly, the monastery later came to 
be closely associated with the Mercian royal house, and Æthelbald was buried there when 
he died in 757.912 After two years in the monastery, Guthlac left in search of a solitary place 
where he could live a life of eremitic ascetism. The place he settled on was Crowland, “in 
the midland district of Britain” (in meditullaneis Brittanniae partibus), a long and narrow 
island in the fens.913 Here he remained for the rest of his life. Scholars have seen the choice 
of location as significant: the fens were a border region between East Anglia and Mercia, 
and Guthlac’s move may signify a symbolic as well as a geographic occupation of the space 
between these two communities.914 
 
Although Crowland was removed from the centres of power when Guthlac took up 
residence there, his presence began to change this. According to Felix, Guthlac received 
many high-status visitors at his hermitage. These included Headda, bishop of Lichfield, 
who ordained Guthlac and consecrated his island.915 Another visitor was Æthelbald, “of 

 
910 Edited in Pierre Chaplais, “The Letter from Bishop Wealdhere of London to Archbishop 
Birhtwold of Canterbury: the Earliest Original ‘Letter Close’ extant in the West,” in Essays in 
Medieval Diplomacy and Administration (London: Hambledon Press, 1981), no. XIV; reprinted 
from M.B. Parkes and A.G. Watson, eds., Medieval Scribes, Manuscripts and Libraries: Essays 
Presented to N.R. Ker (London: Scolar Press, 1978), 3-23. 
911 If Guthlac was implicated in the murder of Coenred’s wife, the conflict between Ælfthryth and 
Coenred may have been caused by her offering the fugitive shelter. Wragg, “Early Texts,” 255 n. 14. 
912 Bately, ed., The Anglo-Saxon Chronicle, 37 (s.a. 755). The figure depicted on the Repton Stone 
has sometimes been identified as Æthelbald. See Martin Biddle and Birthe Kjølbye-Biddle, “The 
Repton Stone,” ASE 14 (1985): 233-292. Catherine Karkov has expressed doubts about the 
identification: Catherine E. Karkov, The Art of Anglo-Saxon England (Woodbridge: Boydell, 2011), 
102-104. 
913 VSG 24 (86-7). A stone shaft at Crowland, bearing the inscription “Guthlac has this stone as a 
boundary for himself”, Hanc petra(m) Guthlacus h(abet) sibi metam, is of uncertain date but 
“unlikely to be contemporary with St Guthlac”; it is most likely post-Conquest and “may refer to the 
boundary of the Abbey of Croyland”. Okasha, Hand-list of Anglo-Saxon Non-runic Inscriptions, 
62-3 (no. 26). 
914 Wragg, “Vernacular Literature,” 59; Wragg, “Early Texts,” 257. 
915 VSG 47 (144-6). 



221 
  

famous Mercian stock” (de inclita Merciorum prole), who was then in exile as Guthlac 
once had been.916 Felix implied that Æthelbald visited Guthlac habitually.917 Guthlac 
healed Æthelbald’s retainers (comes) Ecga and Ofa, and prophesied that Æthelbald would 
become king.918 Alongside visits from Mercian nobles, Felix records that Guthlac received 
a delegation from abbess Ecgburh, daughter of Aldwulf of East Anglia, who brought him a 
gift and asked about his successor.919 One of Guthlac’s healing miracles involved a certain 
Hwætred, said to be of noble stock and living in the realm of the East Angles (in 
Orientalium Anglorum terminis).920 It is because of episodes such as these that Graham 
Jones ascribes to Guthlac a “mediatory role” as a saint who appealed to both Mercian and 
East Anglian gentes.921 While Felix’s Life is relentlessly pro-Mercian, it is not exclusively 
so. Guthlac’s community embraced not only Mercians but members of other gentes as 
well, especially East Angles – unsurprisingly, since the East Anglian court was Felix’s 
audience. Guthlac’s capacity to connect multiple midland gentes has been remarked upon 
by several scholars. Higham stresses the positive portrayal of Ælfwald’s rule and the 
“inter-provincial commonality” shown in the Life.922 Catherine Cubitt notes that 
“Guthlac’s clients hail from all over Mercia’s eastern sphere of domination, from East 
Anglia, the Wissa and Mercia itself. This, together with Crowland’s location in the Gyrwe 
and Guthlac’s early period at Repton, suggests that Felix was attempting to establish 
Guthlac’s appeal within a pan-Mercian context.”923 
 
Yet Felix’s Life does not present Guthlac as saint with universal appeal, nor is his vision of 
the relationships between gentes in Britain one of tranquil harmony. After Guthlac’s 
death, a distraught Æthelbald hastened to his tomb, where he was visited by an apparition 

 
916 VSG 40 (124-5). 
917 Ut adsolebat, VSG 40 (124); cf. VSG 52 (164).  
918 VSG 42 (130-2), 45 (138-40), 49 (148-50). 
919 VSG 48 (146-8). 
920 VSG 41 (126-7). 
921 Graham Jones, Saints in the Landscape (Stroud: Tempus, 2007), 155. 
922 Nicholas J. Higham, “Guthlac's Vita, Mercia and East Anglia in the first half of the Eighth 
Century,” in Æthelbald and Offa: Two eighth-century kings of Mercia. Papers from a conference 
held in Manchester in 2000, Manchester Centre for Anglo-Saxon studies, ed. David Hill and 
Margaret Worthington, British Archaeological Reports, British series, 383 (Oxford: Archaeopress, 
2005), 85-9.  
923 Cf. Cubitt, “Memory and Narrative,” 57 
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of the saint, again predicting that Æthelbald would soon come to power.924 Guthlac’s 
prophetic words draw attention to the multi-ethnic character of Æthelbald’s kingdom:  

I have asked the Lord to help you in His pitifulness; and He has heard me, and 
has granted you to rule over your race (gens) and has made you chief over the 
peoples (populi)…925 

Not only Æthelbald’s own gens were to be subject to his rule, but also other populi. The 
extension of the future king’s reign over other peoples had an obvious shadow side, which 
Guthlac acknowledged but sanctioned: 

[The Lord] will bow down the necks of your enemies beneath your heel and you 
shall own their possessions; those who hate you shall flee from your face and you 
shall see their backs; and your sword shall overcome your foes.926 

Guthlac’s words echo Numbers 10:35: “and those who hate you will flee from your face” 
(et fugiant qui oderunt te a facie tua).927 Who were these enemies? The only hint at a 
specific answer Felix’s Life offers is found in chapter 34, which begins: 

Now it happened in the days of Cœnred King of the Mercians, while the Britons 
the implacable enemies of the Saxon race (Saxonici generis), were troubling the 
[Angles] (Anglorum gentem) with their attacks, their pillaging, and their 
devastations…928 

This the only mention of inter-ethnic hostility in the Life, and indicates that the Britons 
were among the foes with whom Æthelbald would have to contend, and thus possibly also 
among the populi who would be subjected to him.929 The opening of Felix’s thirty-fourth 
chapter is instructive in another way: not only does it clearly show the opposition between 
Britons and Anglo-Saxons, it also reveals the nested character of Anglo-Saxon ethnicity. 

 
924 VSG 52 (164-6). 
925 … rogavi Dominum, ut subveniret tibi in miseratione sua, et exaudivit me et tribuit tibi 
dominationem gentis tuae et posuit te principem populorum… VSG 49 (148-9). 
926 … et cervices inimicorum tuorum subtus calcaneum tuum rediget, et possessions eorum 
possidebis, et fugient a facie tua qui te oderunt, et terga eorum videbis, et gladius tuus vincet 
adversaries tuos. VSG 49 (148-51). 
927 The same verse is found inscribed on a metal strip from the Staffordshire hoard, a parallel which 
some scholars have suggested is not coincidental. See Thomas Klein, “The Inscribed Gold Strip in 
the Staffordshire Hoard: The text and script of an early Anglo-Saxon biblical inscription,” ASSAH 
18 (2013): 62-74; Wragg, “Early Texts,” 257. 
928 Contigit itaque in diebus Coenredi Merciorum regis, cum Brittones, infesti hostes Saxonici 
generis, bellis, praedis, publicisque vastationibus Anglorum gentem deturbarent… VSG 34 (108-9). 
929 Brady, Writing the Welsh Borderlands, 57-59, draws attention to how this passage inadvertently 
reveals the possibilities of friendly Anglo-Welsh interactions during Guthlac’s early life. However, 
this does not appear to be the point Felix here wishes to make. 
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With some precision, Felix identified three categories that sit within one another: the 
Mercians, the Angli, and the Saxons. It was the Saxon race (genus) as a whole to whom the 
Britons were inimical.930 In this instance, the Britons were troubling the gens Anglorum 
with their attacks, that is, the Anglian people that lived near the Welsh borders. And, just 
as in the first chapter of Felix’s Life, the chronological framework was provided by the 
reign of the king of the Mercian gens. The Mercian people were thus placed at the centre of 
a set of nested communities: Mercians, Angles, Saxons.  
 
Felix’s Life thus demonstrates an approach to ethnicity in which the difference between 
Mercian, Middle Anglian, and East Anglian gentes was acknowledged, but transcended: 
Guthlac was part of and symbolized a broader Anglian commonwealth. That Anglian 
community was distinct from the rest of the “Saxon” peoples, as well as from the Britons. 
And, importantly, it was centred on Mercia and on the Mercian royal family. In death as in 
life, Guthlac was to be intimately associated with the king of the Mercians. A year after 
Guthlac’s death, his sister Pega organized the elevation of his body, which was found 
incorrupt upon reopening the tomb.931 Æthelbald later adorned this shrine with 
“wonderful structures and ornamentations” (miris ornamentorum structuris), and 
became a promotor of Guthlac’s cult.932 The cult appears to have been limited to areas 
under Mercian influence, and known Guthlac dedications “remained exclusively in 
Mercian territory”.933 The later composition of Old English poetry about Guthlac may also 
have served to promote his cult among the peoples of the greater Mercian kingdom.934 On 
linguistic and stylistic grounds, the Old English poem Guthlac A has sometimes been 
ascribed to the mid-to-late eighth century.935 If this is indeed the context to which the 
poem belongs, it represents the ongoing promotion of Guthlac’s cult during the reign of 

 
930 The use of the term ‘Saxons’ for all the Anglo-Saxon peoples was not uncommon: see some 
examples in Richter, “Bede’s Angli: Angles or English?”, 105-7.  
931 See Rollason, Saints and Relics, 34-42, on the role of elevations and incorruption in establishing 
the cult of a saint in Anglo-Saxon England. 
932 VSG 51 (162-3); Thacker, “Kings, Saints and Monasteries,” 5, 17. 
933 Wragg, “Early Texts,” 266; see Jones, Saints in the Landscape, fig. 27 appended to chapter 11 
(unpaginated), for a distribution map. 
934 The poems Guthlac A and Guthlac B are found in Exeter, Cathedral Library, MS 3501. Edited in 
Jane Roberts, ed., The Guthlac Poems of the Exeter Book (Oxford: Clarendon Press, 1979) and more 
recently in Bernard J. Muir, ed., The Exeter Anthology of Old English Poetry: An Edition of Exeter 
Dean and Chapter MS 3501, Exeter Medieval Texts and Studies, revised second edition, 2 vols. 
(Exeter: University of Exeter Press, 2000). 
935 Wragg, “Early Texts,” 257, with n. 35. 
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Offa. Although the poem itself contains nothing to suggest an expansionist ideology, the 
fact of its composition – intended to promote the cult of a saint who was intimately 
associated with the Mercian gens and Mercian royal family – points to a context of 
Mercian expansion.936 Guthlac offered the diverse gentes in the Mercian kingdom an 
avenue for finding common ground with their Mercian rulers through collective 
veneration of a saint who embodied both Mercian and more generally Anglian identity. 

Royal genealogies 
A belief in a shared Anglian identity is also evident from the collection of royal genealogies 
preserved in four manuscripts and known as the Anglian Collection of Royal 
Genealogies.937 The earliest manuscript (London, BL, Cotton Vespasian B.vi, hereafter: 
MS V) dates to c. 810, but comparison with other versions shows that the original 
compilation of the genealogical collection is older. The early ninth-century author of the 
History of the Britons apparently had access to a version produced no later than 796, since 
the latest king included there is Ecgfrith, son of Offa (r. 787-796).938 A genealogy for 
Coenwulf of Mercia was then added, producing the version (‘α’) from which all extant 
manuscripts of the Anglian Collection derive.939 In some later versions, the genealogies are 
accompanied by regnal lists for Mercia and Northumbria. These, Dumville argued, were 
originally composed in 796 as part of the creation of α: the Northumbrian list ends with 
Æthelred (d. 796) and the Mercian list gives the names, but not the regnal years, of kings 
after Ecgfrith (d. 796), indicating that these names (continuing to Berhtwulf, r. 840-852) 
were subsequently added to an existing list.940 This shows that the Anglian Collection was 
in circulation and in use in Mercia in the early part of the ninth century. There is also some 
evidence that α and the earlier version used by the author of the History of the Britons 

 
936 Wragg, “Early Texts,” 258; Lindy Brady, “Colonial Desire or Political Disengagement? The 
Contested Landscape of Guthlac A,” JEGP 115, no. 1 (2016): 61-78, at 74; Brady, Writing the Welsh 
Borderlands, 69-70.  
937 Dumville, “Anglian Collection”. The foundational discussions are Kenneth Sisam, “Anglo-Saxon 
Royal Genealogies,” in British Academy Papers on Anglo-Saxon England, ed. E.G. Stanley (Oxford: 
Oxford University Press for the British Academy, 1990), 145-204, and David N. Dumville, 
“Kingship, genealogies and regnal lists,” in Early Medieval Kingship, ed. P.H. Sawyer and I.N. 
Wood (Leeds: University of Leeds, 1977): 72-104. The earliest manuscript is studied in Keynes, 
“Between Bede and the Chronicle”. 
938 Dumville, “Anglian Collection,” 40, 45. Joseph Stevenson, ed., Nennii Historia Britonum 
(London: English Historical Society, 1838), 51. 
939 Dumville, “Anglian Collection,” 39-40, 45. 
940 Dumville, “Anglian Collection,” 40-41. 
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were Mercian compilations.941 MS V contains a chronological note of interest in this 
connection, which may also have been part of the collection of materials in α: 

In the year of the Lord’s incarnation 756 King Æthelbald was killed.  In the same 
year King Offa overcame the tyrant Beornred in war and held the kingdom of the 
Mercians. In the year 308 {before Æthelbald was killed} [AD 448], the arrival of 
the Angles in Britain.942 

In taking the death of Æthelbald and the accession of Offa as pivotal historical events, the 
author is shown to be “someone operating within the Mercian world-order.”943 More than 
that, as Keynes noted, “[t]he formulation of the note … is overtly politicized; for Beornred 
is called a usurper (tyrannus), indicating that the note was drafted by someone who 
subscribed to what one would imagine was the ‘official’ view in the Mercian court.”944 A 
Mercian perspective is further suggested by the fact that the Anglian Collection includes 
the genealogies of the reigning king of the Mercians, but of no recent kings of the other 
peoples: the last named king of the East Angles is Ælfwald (d.749), and of Kent, 
Æthelberht II (d.762).945 The Anglian Collection, at least in its surviving form, can thus be 
seen as a Mercian composition.946 
 

 
941 Sisam, “Anglo-Saxon Royal Genealogies,” 152, argued that the author of the History of the 
Britons used “a Mercian source” for the Anglo-Saxon genealogies. 
942 Anno dominice incarnationis .dcclvi. Æðilbald Rex occisus. Eodem anno Offa Rex Beornredum 
tyrannum bello superauit et regnum tenuit Merciorum. Anno .cccviii. aduentus Anglorum in 
Britanniam. Birte Walbers, “Number and Measurement in Anglo-Saxon Christian Culture: Editions 
and Studies of Numerical Notes in Eight Anglo-Saxon Manuscripts, c. 800-c. 1150,” Doctoral 
Thesis, University of York (2012), 109, 116. MS V also has: Aduentus beati Augustini .clx., “The 
arrival of St. Augustine, {in the year} 160 {before Æthelbald was killed} [AD 596].” Keynes is 
probably right in taking this as an indication of the Canterbury sympathies of the writer of MS V; a 
point to which we will return below. Keynes, “Between Bede and the Chronicle,” 54. 
943 Keynes, “Between Bede and the Chronicle,” 54. 
944 Keynes, “Between Bede and the Chronicle,” 53. 
945 In 796, neither the East Angles nor the men of Kent had independent kings, but this was a 
relatively recent development: Offa had removed the last kings of Kent in 785, and had the East 
Anglian king Æthelberht II killed in 794. Yorke, Kings and Kingdoms, 114; Bately, ed., The Anglo-
Saxon Chronicle, 40 (s.a. 792). Æthelberht was venerated as a saint in his native East Anglia and in 
Hereford, see Catherine Cubitt, “Revisiting the cult of murdered and martyred royal saints,” Early 
Medieval Europe 9, no. 1 (2000): 53-83, at 75-6; Alan Thacker, “Kings, Saints, and Monasteries,” 16-
18. 
946 Dumville suggested Northumbrian origins for the genealogical collection, dating the original 
composition tentatively to the reign of the last-named Northumbrian king, Alhred (d.774). 
However, he placed the collection in Mercia by the end of the eighth century. Dumville, “Anglian 
Collection,” 45-50. 
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As such it offers a unique insight into ideas about kingdoms and gentes in Mercia during 
joint reign of Offa and Ecgfrith. The collection as found in MS V includes the genealogies 
of the kings of the Northumbrians (Norðan hymbra, Norðhymbrorum), the Mercians 
(Mercna), Lindsey (Lindfearna), Kent (Cantwara), and the East Angles (Eost engla). All of 
these go back to Woden.947 As Dumville has argued, in this context, “descent from Woden 
expresses … belief in an Anglian origin.”948 (That the kings of Kent are also here said to be 
descended from Woden is explained by Dumville as an expression of their political 
subordination.949) The Lindsey list traces the ancestry of Woden via Frealaf, Frioðulf, Finn 
and Godulf to Geat.950 Without these additional names, the Lindsey list is considerably 
shorter than the rest; it is likely that the names have been added here in order to make the 
lists’ length more uniform.951 In MS V, the generations from Woden to Geat are positioned 
at the bottom of the centre column of folio 109v, suggesting that in α they may “have sat at 
the bottom of the page, beneath the whole collection, and belonging to all the lines.”952 
That this section was originally not part of any one list is also indicated by its occurrence 
in the History of the Britons in a different context from the rest of the genealogies.953 The 
inclusion of Geat suggests another reason why the men of Kent might be seen as part of 
the Anglian collective: Geats and Jutes were sometimes identified with one another in 
Anglo-Saxon England, as for example in the Old English translation of Bede’s 
Ecclesiastical History I.15: 

They came from three peoples, the strongest in Germany, that of the Saxon, and 
of the Angle, and of the Geat. From the Geats are descended the Kentmen and the 
Wihtsæton; that is the tribe which dwells in the island of Wight.954  

 
947 Dumville, “Anglian Collection,” 30-1. 
948 Dumville, “Kingship, genealogies and regnal lists,” 79. 
949 Dumville, “Kingship, genealogies and regnal lists,” 79. 
950 Dumville, “Anglian Collection,” 30-1. 
951 Dumville, “Kingship, genealogies and regnal lists,” 89-90. 
952 Dumville, “Kingship, genealogies and regnal lists,” 90. 
953 Stevenson, ed., Nennii Historia, 24. 
954 Comon hi of þrim folcum ðam strangestan Germanie, þæt of Seaxum 7 of Angle 7 of Geatum. Of 
Geata fruman syndon Cantware, 7 Wihtsætan; þæt is seo ðeod þe With þæt ealond oneardað. 
Thomas Miller, ed., The Old English Version of Bede’s Ecclesiastical History of the English People, 
4 vols., EETS original series 95, 96, 110, 111 (London: Trübner, 1890-8), I.i:52-3 (I.12). The 
translation is anonymous and scholars remain divided over its date and provenance. Ninth-century 
Mercia is among the suggestions. See Sharon M. Rowley, The Old English Version of Bede’s 
Historia Ecclesiastica (Woodbridge: D.S. Brewer, 2011), 36-56. 
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The significance of this substitution of Geats for Jutes in the context of the Old English 
Ecclesiastical History has been debated.955 The important point here, however, is simply 
that it was possible to confuse or identify the Jutes with the Geats, from whose 
eponymous forefather Geat all the Anglian royal houses also claimed descent. The ethnic 
distinction between Angle and Jute thus becomes blurred.956 
 
The distinction between Angle and Saxon, however, was maintained. No version of the 
Anglian Collection has any genealogy for the kings of the East Saxons or South Saxons. A 
genealogy of the West Saxon king Ine (688-726), which is found in later versions of the 
Anglian Collection, is not found in MS V, and although it cannot be ruled out that it was 
present in α, it seems likely that it was a later addition to one branch of the transmission.957 
What can explain the absence of Saxon material from MS V (and probably α)? It may be 
that these genealogies were simply not available to the compiler. However, that the 
compilers of α and MS V were able to access accurate and up-to-date information about 
the bishops of the Saxon kingdoms suggests that genealogical information would 
probably have been forthcoming if it had been sought. It seems more likely that the 
genealogies of the Saxon kingdoms were deliberately omitted, because (from a Mercian 
perspective at the turn of the ninth century), the Saxon lines were different from the 
Anglian and Kentish ones in a meaningful way. Another late eighth- or early ninth-
century source shows that the East Saxon kings claimed descent from Seaxnet, not 
Woden, and it is probable that other Saxon dynasties were also once associated with this 

 
955 See e.g. Davis, “Ethnic Dating,” 123-5; Harris, Race and Ethnicity, 84-6; Rowley, The Old 
English Version, 95-6; Andreas Lemke, The Old English Translation of Bede’s Historia 
Ecclesiastica Gentis Anglorum in its Historical and Cultural Context, Göttinger Schriften zur 
Englischen Philologie 8 (Göttingen: Universitätsverlag, 2015), 159. 
956 An “Anglo-Geatish … connection” may also be suggested by the name of Angengēot  / Angelgēot, 
who occurs in the Mercian and Bernician genealogies. Sam Newton, The Origins of Beowulf and the 
Pre-Viking Kingdom of East Anglia (Cambridge: D.S. Brewer, 1993), 68. 
957 The manuscripts in which it occurs are Cambridge, Corpus Christi College 183 and London, 
British Library, Cotton Tiberius B.v.1. Dumville, “Anglian Collection,” 39-41, proposes that the 
West Saxon genealogy was part of the original collection, rejecting the suggestion of Sisam that it 
was added in the reign of Ecgberht of Wessex (802-839): see Sisam, “Anglo-Saxon Royal 
Genealogies,” 149. On Ecgberht’s genealogy and ninth-century West Saxon efforts to establish his 
dynastic credentials, see Rory Naismith, “The Origins of the Line of Egbert, King of the West 
Saxons, 802–839,” EHR 126, no. 518 (2011): 1–16. 



228 
  

deity.958 The Saxons were thereby excluded from the kinship community of the Angles, 
with shared descent from Woden as its defining feature.  
 
The importance of a shared Anglian heritage is underscored when the genealogies of the 
Anglian Collection are placed alongside other sources, shedding light on some of the 
individuals included in these lists.959 The genealogy of the Mercian kings stretches back to 
a pre-migration past and claims for the Mercian king descent from another king named 
Offa.960 This elder Offa makes an appearance in two Old English poems: Widsith and 
Beowulf. In Widsith, we learn that Offa “ruled the Angles” (weold Ongle), having won the 
kingdom in his youth “with his lone sword” (ane sweorde).961 In Beowulf, the continental 
Offa is praised as  

that chief of heroes, 
 of all mankind,  as men have told me, 
 the best    between the two seas 

of all the races of men; therefore Offa,  
 in gifts and battle, spear-bold man, 
 was widely honoured, and held in with wisdom 
 his own homeland.962 

 
958 Barbara Yorke, “The kingdom of the East Saxons,” ASE 14 (1985): 1–36, at 3-4, 13-14; Dumville, 
“Kingship, genealogies and regnal lists,” 78. The manuscript is London, British Library, Additional 
MS 23211, produced c. 871x899 in Wessex: Gneuss and Lapidge, Anglo-Saxon Manuscripts, 217 
(no. 282). The god Saxnot is otherwise known from the Old Saxon or Utrecht baptismal promise, 
see above (Chapter 2). 
959 On the figures associated with the migration and first establishment of the Anglo-Saxon 
kingdoms in Britain, see Yorke, “Anglo-Saxon Origin Legends.” 
960 By the thirteenth century the two Offas had both become legendary; they figure side by side in 
Michael Swanton, ed. and trans., The Lives of the Two Offas: Vitae Offarum Duorum (Crediton: 
The Medieval Press, 2010). See also Richard Martin, “The Lives of the Offas: the posthumous 
reputation of Offa, king of the Mercians,” in Æthelbald and Offa: Two eighth-century kings of 
Mercia. Papers from a conference held in Manchester in 2000, Manchester Centre for Anglo-Saxon 
studies, ed. David Hill and Margaret Worthington, British Archaeological Reports, British 
series, 383 (Oxford: Archaeopress, 2005), 49-54. Another version of Offa’s genealogy appears in the 
Anglo-Saxon Chronicle: Bately, ed., Anglo-Saxon Chronicle, 36 (s.a. 755). 
961 Bjork, ed. and trans., Old English Shorter Poems II, 46-47. 
962 … hæleþa brego / eales moncynnes mīne ġefrǣġe / þone sēlestan bī sǣm twēonum / 
eormencynnes; forðām Offa wæs / ġeofum ond gūðum, gārcēne man, / wīde ġeweorðod, wīsdōme 
hēold / ēðel sīnne. Fulk, Bjork and Niles, eds., Klaeber’s Beowulf, 66; trans. Roy Liuzza, Beowulf 
(Peterborough; Orchard Park: Broadview Press, 2000), 112 (lines 1954-60). 
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An eighth-century Mercian composition has been suggested for both these poems, in part 
based on the positive portrayal of this character.963 If these works do reflect something of 
Mercian self-understanding during Offa’s reign, it would appear that alongside the 
martial prowess of the Mercian dynasty, the kingdom’s Anglian roots were a point of 
pride. 
 
A discussion of the arguments for and against an eighth-century Mercian provenance for 
Beowulf would require more space than is available here.964 But if, for the sake of 
argument, we assume such a context for its composition, the poem offers further evidence 
for ideas about ethnicity current in Offa’s time and perhaps at Offa’s court.965 John Niles, 
Roberta Frank, Craig Davis and Leonard Neidorf have all advanced arguments that the 
Beowulf poet sought to offer a narrative that would encourage the development of a sense 
of ethnic or national unity in the audience.966 Niles writes of the poem’s “creative 
ethnicity”, by which it imagines a shared past for its ethnically diverse audience in Anglo-
Saxon England.967 Davis, following Frank, argues that “the Beowulf-poet intends to 
establish ‘an ideological basis for national unity’ in his vision of a multitribal polity ruled 

 
963 Richard North, “Is there more like Beowulf? Old English minor heroic poems,” in Beowulf and 
other stories: A new introduction to Old English, Old Icelandic and Anglo-Norman literatures, 
second edition, ed. Joe Allard and Richard North (London; New York: Routledge, 2014), 95-129, at 
105. 
964 See the introductory essay on “Date, Origins, Influences, Genre” in Fulk, Bjork and Niles, eds., 
Klaeber’s Beowulf, clxii-clxxxvii. An early date has been argued more recently in the essays in 
Leonard Neidorf, ed., The Dating of Beowulf: A Reassessment (Cambridge: D.S. Brewer, 2015). For 
some of the weaknesses of the volume, see the reviews by Eric Weiskott in The Review of English 
Studies, 67, no. 281 (2016), 788–90, and John D. Niles in Speculum 91, no. 2 (2016), 541-3. 
965 M.H. Porck, “Growing Old Among the Anglo-Saxons,” Doctoral Thesis, Leiden University 
(2016), 211-213, has suggested that the poem’s special interest in “active elderly kingship” points to 
Offa of Mercia as a possible patron for the poem. 
966 The first three scholars see the West Saxon kingdom of the late ninth or tenth century as the most 
likely context for such a political agenda. But even if Beowulf would have found a receptive audience 
in, for instance, Alfred’s Wessex, this does not necessarily mean that that is also the context for its 
composition. It is worth noting in this connection that Michael Lapidge has argued that Beowulf 
was written c. 750, copied c. 900 and then copied again (to produce the sole surviving manuscript) c. 
1000. Michael Lapidge, “The Archetype of Beowulf,” ASE 29 (2000): 5-41. Lapidge’s arguments 
have recently been revisited by Leonard Neidorf, “The Archetype of Beowulf,” English Studies 99, 
no. 3 (2018), 229-242, who agrees broadly with Lapidge’s conclusions. 
967 John Niles, Homo Narrans: the Poetics and Anthropology of Oral Literature (Philadelphia, 
Pennsylvania: University of Pennsylvania Press, 1999), 140.  



230 
  

by ‘þeod-cyningas’ (great or national kings).”968 In praising Scyld Scefing for his 
unification of formerly hostile tribes and his “tough but generous treatment of [his] 
former enemies”, the Beowulf-poet implied that this “is just the right way to rule … the 
right way to create a strong national kingdom where there was only incessant tribal 
warfare before.”969 The poem’s positive portrayal of the unification of diverse gentes under 
a strong and good king may have been particularly apposite in the expanding Mercian 
kingdom. Significantly, the poem’s unifying force rests on a different foundation from 
Bede’s vision of the gens Anglorum: it was not the churches founded by Gregory’s 
mission, but the kings who claimed descent from Germanic heroes, around whom the 
poet invited the gentes of Anglo-Saxon England to unite.970  
 
Like Beowulf, both Felix’s Life of St Guthlac and the Anglian Collection demonstrate a 
strong interest in the role of the kings and their families as central figures within gentes, 
and in the ability of kings to unite disparate tribes. The basis of their unity was not only 
the conquering sword, but also a sense of commonality anchored in the (re)discovery of 
common origins in a distant past and of common heroes. As Craig Davis has noted in 
connection with the West Saxon royal genealogy, genealogies do “wish to set apart [their] 
kings from the common people, but not by giving the stirps regia a separate ancestor; 
[they set] the royal clan apart simply by affording it an opportunity to trace its descent … 
clearly and directly, in a discrete number of named generations, each implying continuous 
political authority, to the ancient apical ancestor or Stammvater whom all share.”971 The 
genealogies thus evoked a commonality between large descent-groups, but due to their 

 
968 Davis, “Ethnic Dating,” 114, cf. Craig Davis, “Redundant Ethnogenesis in Beowulf,” Heroic Age 
5 (2001), <http://www.heroicage.org/issues/5/Davis1.html> (accessed 09-07-2019), citing Roberta 
Frank, “The Beowulf Poet's Sense of History,” in The Wisdom of Poetry: Essays in Early English 
Literature in Honor of Morton W. Bloomfield, ed. Larry D. Benson and Siegfried Wenzel 
(Kalamazoo: Medieval Institute Publications, 1982), 53-65, at 63-4. See also Roberta Frank, “Skaldic 
Verse and the Date of Beowulf,” in The Dating of Beowulf, ed. Colin Chase, Toronto Old English 
Series (University of Toronto Press, 1997), 123-40, at 129-30, for a brief discussion of the idea of a 
“þeod-cyning” as found in Beowulf and Scandinavian analogues. 
969 Davis, “Ethnic dating,” 115; cf. “Redundant Ethnogenesis” (no pagination). 
970 Leonard Neidorf, “Beowulf as Pre-National Epic: Ethnocentrism in the Poem and its Criticism,” 
ELH 85, no. 4 (2018): 847-875, at 867-8; Davis, “Redundant Ethnogenesis” (no pagination). 
971 Davis, “Cultural Assimilation,” 31. 
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organization also had the effect of emphasizing the individuals named and demonstrating 
the legitimacy of their rule.972 

Offa 
Although no hagiographical narrative survives in which Offa’s kingship is prophetically 
endorsed by a royal saint, Offa, too, was interested in claiming divine authorization for his 
rule. His charters frequently included clauses claiming that he was king by divine 
dispensation, a feature which reveals the importance he attached to a Christian 
legitimization of his reign.973 Coins produced in London in the mid-780s presented Offa 
with “hair dressed in voluminous curls” in a visual echo of traditional representations of 
the biblical king David, “the ideal royal hero.”974  It is likely that this Davidic ideal was part 
of Offa’s motivation for seeking the consecration of his son, Ecgfrith, as his co-ruler: the 
rite recalled the anointing of ancient Israel’s kings by priests or prophets (e.g. 1 Samuel 10, 
1 Samuel 16, 2 Kings 9), and may have been intended more specifically to mimic how 
Solomon had been made king during the lifetime and at the behest of his father David (1 
Kings 1:32-40; 1 Chronicles 28-29).975 Both Offa’s portraiture and Ecgfrith’s installation as 
co-ruler thus expressed that kingship among the Mercians was to be modelled on biblical 
kingship and especially the kingship of David and Solomon.976 

 
972 Thomas A. Bredehoft, Textual Histories: Readings in the Anglo-Saxon Chronicle (Toronto; 
Buffalo; London: University of Toronto Press, 2001), 32. 
973 Scharer, “Intitulationes,” 66-70. 
974 Anna Gannon, The Iconography of Early Anglo-Saxon Coinage: Sixth to Eighth Centuries, 
Medieval History and Archaeology (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 2010), 31-33; Rory Naismith, 
Money and Power in Anglo-Saxon England: The Southern English Kingdoms, 757–865, Cambridge 
Studies in Medieval Life and Thought (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 2012), 62. 
975 David and Solomon ruled jointly for about three years: Tomoo Ishida, The Royal Dynasties in 
Ancient Israel: A Study on the Formation and Development of Royal-Dynastic Ideology, Beiheft zur 
Zeitschrift für die alttestamentliche Wissenschaft 142 (Berlin: De Gruyter, 1977), 152, 170. On the 
consecration of Ecgfrith, see Catherine Cubitt, “Finding the Forger: an alleged decree of the 679 
council of Hatfield,” EHR 114, no. 459 (1999): 1217-1248, at 1228-31; for Anglo-Saxon rituals of 
king-making, see Kathrin McCann, Anglo-Saxon Kingship and Political Power: Rex gratia Dei, 
Religion and Culture in the Middle Ages (Cardiff: University of Wales Press, 2018), 123-49. Story, 
Carolingian Connections, 261-72, discusses a mid-eighth century Anglo-Saxon drawing of David 
being anointed by Samuel.  
976 On the Old Testament as a model for kingship in Anglo-Saxon England, see Zacher, Rewriting 
the Old Testament, 28-32; Judith McClure, “Bede’s Old Testament Kings,” in Ideal and Reality in 
Frankish and Anglo-Saxon Society, ed. P. Wormald, D. Bullough, and R. Collins (Oxford: 
Blackwell, 1983), 76-98. 
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9: Silver penny of Offa (© The Trustees of the 
British Museum) 

 

The biblical history of the people of Israel provided numerous examples of kings who 
exhibited the same bravery in battle for which the anonymous poets of Widsith and 
Beowulf commended the elder Offa.977 The model provided by the kings of Israel was also 
one of dynastic kingship, in which the throne passed from father to son.978 Offa’s 
commitment to this ideal is clearly demonstrated by his efforts to ensure the succession of 
his son Ecgfrith.979 Most importantly for the purposes of this chapter, the Old Testament 

 
977 Andy Orchard has identified some interesting parallels between Beowulf and several Old 
Testament heroes, including David: Andy Orchard, A Critical Companion to Beowulf (Cambridge: 
D.S. Brewer, 2003), 142-7. On the military strength of the kings of Israel as seen through Anglo-
Saxon eyes, see also McClure, “Bede’s Old Testament Kings,” 87-90. 
978 Ishida, The Royal Dynasties in Ancient Israel, 41, 53-54, 151-2, 169-170. The importance of 
legitimate succession is a concern shared by the Beowulf poet: Francis Leneghan, “The Poetic 
Purpose of the Offa-Digression in Beowulf,” The Review of English Studies 60, no. 246 (2009): 538–
560, at 553, 560; F. Biggs, “Beowulf and some fictions of the Geatish succession,” ASE 32 (2003): 55-
77, at 74. 
979 Simon Keynes, “The Kingdom of the Mercians in the Eighth Century,” in Æthelbald and Offa: 
Two Eighth-Century Kings of Mercia. Papers from a conference held in Manchester in 2000, 
Manchester Centre for Anglo-Saxon studies, ed. David Hill and Margaret Worthington, British 
Archaeological Reports, British series, 383 (Oxford: Archaeopress, 2005), 1-26, at 15-16. On 
concerns about legitimacy in Offa’s Mercia, see Patrick Wormald, “In Search of Offa’s ‘Law Code’,” 
in People and Places in Northern Europe, 500-1600: Essays in Honour of Peter Hayes Sawyer, ed. 
Ian Wood and Niels Lund (Woodbridge: Boydell, 1991), 25-45. On who was considered able to 

10: King David in Durham, Cathedral Library, 
B.2.30, f. 172v (s. vii 2/4). 
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offered a model in which a ruling house from one tribal group (the house of David from the 
tribe of Judah) could exercise kingship over a collection of tribes (the twelve tribes of 
Israel), as well as hold sway – at the height of their power – over neighbouring peoples. In 
the biblical narrative, the kingship of David is recognized by all the tribes of Israel (e.g. 2 
Samuel 5:1), and hegemonic rule over the surrounding nations is claimed for Solomon:  

Solomon had under him all the kingdoms from the river to the land of the 
Philistines, even to the border of Egypt ... For he had all the country which was 
beyond the river, from Thaphsa to Gazan, and all the kings of those countries: 
and he had peace on every side round about.980  

This, too, was an ideal to which would certainly have appealed to Offa, who strove 
ceaselessly to expand his kingdom. Hegemonic claims on a biblical model can be detected 
in a series of charters from 780 that style Offa “King of the Mercians and of the nations 
around” (rex Mercensium simulque in circuitu nationum).981 The phrase “the nations 
around” occurs in numerous places in the Hebrew Bible, where it signified the peoples 
around Israel, who were displaced or subjected in the Israelite conquest of the promised 
land.982 In substituting the Mercenses for the Israelites in this scheme, these charters drew 
a clear boundary around the Mercian gens, and claimed for this people a privileged 
position among their peers. 
 
Who were these surrounding nations? Scharer has suggested that the West Saxons in 
particular may have been in view; this would fit nicely with the evidence from the 
genealogies which suggested that the distinction between Angle and Saxon was important 
during Offa’s reign.983 But the West Saxons were by no means the only neighbouring 
people over whom Offa exercised or sought overlordship. His attitude towards the 
Britons is most clearly expressed in the monumental earthwork he had constructed to 
demarcate the border between them and his own people. Damian Tyler has drawn 

 
accede in Anglo-Saxon England, see David N. Dumville, “The Ætheling: a Study in Anglo-Saxon 
Constitutional History,” ASE 8 (1979): 1–33. 
980 1 Kings 4:21, 24, DRA. 
981 S 116, S 117, S 118, S 121 and S 127.  All except S 127 (which is dated 787) date to 780. Scharer sees 
all except S 116 as forged; Yorke also accepts S 117 as genuine. Scharer, “Intitulationes,” 68; Scharer, 
Königsurkunde, 247-52, 270-1; Yorke, “Vocabulary,” 181, 186.  
982 For example: Leviticus 25:44, “Let your bondmen, and your bondwomen, be of the nations that 
are round about you” (de nationibus quae in circuitu vestro sunt); Joshua 23:3: “you see all that the 
Lord your God hath done to all the nations round about (cunctis per circuitum nationibus), how he 
himself hath fought for you.”  
983 Scharer, “Intitulationes,” 68-69. 
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attention to the “strong connection between monumental architecture, ideology, and 
power”, and suggested that the primary motive for constructing massive bank and ditch 
was not military but ideological.984 The dyke was to be a “highly visible, spectacular and 
unambiguous symbol of the power of the man who caused it to be built.”985 But in addition 
to showcasing Offa’s might, the dyke’s location on the border with the British peoples 
reflects “a growing prioritisation of ethnic identity by Mercian rulers.”986 Although more 
recent work has focused on the Dyke’s function as part of a wider frontier zone, the 
construction of large-scale infrastructure of this kind can be recognized to have “modified 
the character of frontier zones, drawing firm lines that could never thereafter be ignored, 
even if those lines themselves did not constitute frontiers in any absolute sense.”987 Offa’s 
Dyke dominated the landscape of the Welsh borderlands, simultaneously excluding the 
Britons from the Mercian kingdom,988 and expressing towards both the British and Anglo-
Saxon side the hegemonic power of the king of the Mercians.989 
 

“King of the Mercians” is what Offa is most commonly called in charters and other 
documents, as well as on his coinage.990 It is also how he was addressed by Charlemagne 

 
984 D.J. Tyler, “Offa’s Dyke: a historiographical appraisal,” Journal of Medieval History 37, no.2 
(2011): 145-61, at 158. 
985 D.J. Tyler, “Offa’s Dyke,” 158. 
986 D.J. Tyler, “Offa’s Dyke,” 160. 
987 John Blair, Building Anglo-Saxon England (Princeton; Oxford: Princeton University Press, 2018), 
187. On the dyke as part of a frontier zone, see Blair, Building Anglo-Saxon England, 207-8; Lindy 
Brady, Writing the Welsh Borderlands, 83-4; Squatriti, “Digging Ditches,” 36-8. 
988 Keith Ray and Ian Bapty, Offa’s Dyke: Landscape and Hegemony in Eighth Century Britain 
(Oxford: Windgather Press, 2016), 338-9, cited in Blair, Building Anglo-Saxon England, 188. 
989 Cf. Squatriti, “Digging Ditches,” 61: “In effect Offa’s Dyke inscribed royal authority into the very 
topography of the Welsh border lands.” On Wales as part of the ‘outer zone’ of the Mercian sphere, 
see Charles-Edwards, “Wales and Mercia,” 94-100. In view of the ideological significance of 
earthworks, the late eighth or early ninth century West-Saxon construction a dyke along the 
Mercian frontier, which “presents its ditch defiantly northwards in the face of Mercia,” indicates the 
importance, from the West Saxon perspective, of the distinction between Mercia and Wessex. Blair, 
Building Anglo-Saxon England, 188. For the date of this dyke, see also: Andrew Reynolds and Alex 
Langlands, “Social Identities on the Macro Scale: A Maximum View of Wansdyke,” in People and 
Space in the Middle Ages, 300-1300, ed. Wendy Davies, Guy Halsall, and Andrew Reynolds, Studies 
in the Early Middle Ages 15 (Turnhout: Brepols, 2006), 13-44. 
990 Foot, “Making of Angelcynn,” 32-33; Scharer, “Intitulationes,” 64-66; Keynes, “Kingdom of the 
Mercians,” 10; Yorke, “Vocabulary,” 183; Rory Naismith, “An Offa You Can’t Refuse? Eighth-
Century Mercian Titulature on Coins and in Charters,” Quaestio Insularis 7 (2006): 89-118, at 96-8. 
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and by Alcuin in their correspondence.991 The meaning of this style has been variously 
interpreted by historians. Keynes outlined two main possibilities: 

We might suppose that Offa’s political vision involved … the extension of the 
kingdom of the Mercians to encompass and then to subsume all other peoples; or 
we might prefer to suppose … that he sought, as king of the Mercians, to exercise 
authority over whatever other peoples could be brought under his sway.992 

Yorke tended towards the former of these two options, stating: “The policy of the 
Mercian kings from the time of Penda was to expand the area that could be termed 
‘Mercia’.”993 Scharer, too, thought that “Offa … wished to incorporate the other tribes into 
his own tribal association.”994 Keynes preferred the second option, comparing Offa in a 
striking turn of phrase to a “species of Mercian octopus” whose tentacles extended over 
different kingdoms without absorbing them.995 The two options need not, however, be 
mutually exclusive. The only thing standing in the way of reconciling Keynes’ two 
possibilities is the word “all”: I would argue that Offa’s political vision involved the 
extension of his kingdom to encompass and subsume some other peoples, and it also 
involved the exercise of authority over some other peoples, who remained distinct from 
the Mercians. That Mercian rule extended beyond the limits of the Mercian gens, was 
reflected in the “nations around” style. Yet the Mercian gens did expand with the growth 
of the Mercian kingdom, absorbing formerly-distinct smaller gentes.996 The reference in 
the Tribal Hidage to “the land of the Mercians … that was called the first [land] of the 
Mercians” (Myrcna landes … þær mon ærest Myrcna hæt) suggests that there was a 
distinction to be made between the “original Mercia” and the Mercia of the writer’s 
present, and even this “original Mercia” is so large that Brooks suggests it “may … itself 
have been an agglomeration of earlier unrecorded peoples…”997  
 
Between the expanding Mercian core and the British periphery are some faint traces of the 
idea of an Anglian collective. From the perspective of some outsiders, at least, Offa could 

 
991 Dümmler 100 (145) and 101 (147). 
992 Keynes, “Kingdom of the Mercians,” 10. 
993 Yorke, “Vocabulary,” 183. 
994 “Diesen Stammesverband auszuweiten, war nun Offas Politik. ... Offa ... wollte die anderen 
Stämme seinem Stammesverband eingliedern.” Scharer, Königsurkunde, 229, n. 6. 
995 Keynes, “Kingdom of the Mercians,” 14. 
996 Scharer, “Intitulationes,” 50; Yorke, “Vocabulary,” 183. 
997 BCS 297 (I.2: 414); Brooks, Anglo-Saxon Myths, 63-5. 
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be described as “king of the people of the Angli”.998 But there is some evidence that this 
title was used also by the Mercian king himself. Beginning in the 770s, a number of 
charters from different places style Offa “king of the Angli”.999 Scharer held the title to be 
anachronistic in an eighth-century context and therefore a sure sign of forgery.1000 
However, light coins minted in London from c. 779 onwards sometimes bear the legend 
“OFRA”, an abbreviation for Offa rex Anglorum.1001 This shows that Offa was at least 
willing to experiment with this style, and therefore the title itself should not be seen as a 
suspicious feature when it occurs in charters.1002 In this context, rex Anglorum need not 
have meant “king of the English”; instead it probably meant “(a) king of the Angles”.1003 As 
Naismith argued, “[i]n Offa’s view, rex Anglorum probably [related] to Mercia’s Anglian 
origins.”1004  
 
With only very few exceptions, then, the documents and coinage of Offa’s reign make him 
“king of the Mercians”, even as he strengthened his hold on the other gentes of southern 
Britain. The Mercian gens included other, smaller peoples. One such may have been the 
tribe of the Guthlacingas, mentioned only in the Life of St Guthlac by way of explanation 

 
998 Pope Hadrian called him Offa gentis Anglorum rex in a letter to Charlemagne: W. Gundlach, ed., 
“Codex Carolinus” in Epistolae Merowingici et Carolini Aevi, Tomus I, MGH Epistolae 3 (Berlin: 
Weidmann, 1892), 469-657, at 629 (no. 92). The Irish Annals of Ulster recorded the death of Offa in 
796: “Offa, a good king of the Angles, dies”, Offa, rex bonus Anglorum, moritur. Seán Mac Airt and 
Gearóid Mac Niocaill, ed. and trans., The Annals of Ulster (to A.D. 1131) (Dublin: Dublin Institute 
for Advanced Studies, 1983), 250-1. 
999 Yorke, “Vocabulary,” 181-2, 186-9. S 104, S 108, S 110, S 109, S 145, S 121, S 133, S 132, S 1178, S 
146, S 54, S 111. 
1000 Scharer, Königsurkunde, 228. Wormald similarly dismissed the charters in which it occurs as 
forged: Wormald, “Bede, the Bretwaldas and the origins of the gens Anglorum,” 110-11. 
1001 Derek Chick, The Coinage of Offa and His Contemporaries, ed. Mark Blackburn and Rory 
Naismith, Special Publication 6 (London: SPINK for the British Numismatic Society, 2010), 27, 78-
9; Naismith, “An Offa You Can’t Refuse?,” 98. On Offa’s coinage, see also Gareth Williams, 
“Mercian Coinage and Authority,” in Mercia: An Anglo-Saxon Kingdom in Europe, ed. Michelle P. 
Brown and Carol A. Farr, Studies in the Early History of Europe (London; New York: Continuum, 
2001), 210-228, at 212-9. 
1002 Naismith, “An Offa you can’t refuse?,” 106; Capper, “Titles and Troubles,” 225. 
1003 Ann Williams, Kingship and Government in Pre-Conquest England, c. 500-1066 (Basingstoke; 
London: MacMillan, 1999), 11-12; Williams, “Why are the English not Welsh?,” 27; Naismith, 
Money and Power, 82; Keynes, “Kingdom of the Mercians,” 13 n. 120.  
1004 Naismith, “An Offa You Can’t Refuse?,” 107. 
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of the saint’s name.1005 Others may be reflected in the Tribal Hidage, if the peoples there 
named were considered to have become part of the Mercian gens as well as the Mercian 
kingdom by the ninth century.1006 The Mercian gens was in turn part of a larger people, 
the Angli – understood in a sense probably more akin to Angles than English, but possibly 
including the people of Kent as well as the traditionally Anglian peoples. The Mercian gens 
was clearly also distinct from some of the other peoples of southern Britain, such as the 
Britons and the Saxons. The common thread running through the evidence here surveyed 
– Felix’s Life, the Anglian Collection, Offa’s charters, coins, and earthworks – is that the 
Mercian gens was consistently taken as the centre, and all other gentes understood in 
relation to this central gens.1007 
 

Lichfield and the Mercian gens  
The centrality of the Mercian gens was a political reality throughout most of the eighth 
century thanks to the extraordinarily wide scope of the influence wielded by the Mercian 
kings. However, there was an important area in which the Mercian gens was not central: 
the episcopal organization of the Anglo-Saxon church. The Mercian bishops owed 
obedience to the archbishop of Canterbury, whose seat lay in the kingdom of Kent. 1008  In 
order to address the problem of the ecclesiastical marginalization of the Mercian gens, Offa 
formulated a plan to create a new ecclesiastical province, whose metropolitan would reside 
in the Mercian heartlands, at Lichfield. The elevation of Lichfield to metropolitan status 
was accomplished in 787, on the heels of a visit of two papal legates sent by Pope Hadrian 
to England in 786.1009 Although there is no evidence that the councils held under their 
auspices discussed the matter, it does seem, as Noble writes, a “sound inference”.1010 The 

 
1005 VSG 10 (76). Unless Paul Cavill is right in his suggestion that the “Guthlacingas” might be the 
later monastic followers of Guthlac rather than a tribe after whom the saint was named: Paul Cavill, 
“The naming of Guthlac,” Nottingham Medieval Studies 59 (2015): 25-47. 
1006 Featherstone, “Tribal Hidage,” 30-34, argues that “the smaller units of the Tribal Hidage 
survived as regional divisions of the Mercian kingdom throughout the eighth and ninth centuries.” 
(32) 
1007 A perspective which is also reflected in the Tribal Hidage: Featherstone, “Tribal Hidage”, 27: 
“Mercia was at the centre of the world mapped out by the Tribal Hidage.” 
1008 A fact which, as Godfrey notes, “must have been exceedingly galling to Offa”. C.J. Godfrey, “The 
Archbishopric of Lichfield,” in SCH, volume 1, ed. C.W. Dugmore and Charles Duggan (London: 
Nelson, 1964), 145-53, at 145. 
1009 The report drawn up by one of the legates, George of Ostia, survives: Dümmler no. 3 (19-29); 
trans. EHD no. 191 (770-4). 
1010 Noble, “Rise and Fall,” 295. 
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key event in the establishment of Lichfield as an archbishopric was a synod in Chelsea, in 
the year 787. The Anglo-Saxon Chronicle records it under the entry for 785: 

... here there was a contentious synod at Chelsea, and Archbishop Jænberht [of 
Canterbury] relinquished some part of his bishopric, and Hygeberht [of 
Lichfield] was chosen by king Offa [of Mercia] [as metropolitan] and Ecgfrith 
[was] consecrated king.1011  

The Chronicle entry, though brief, reveals what we might have expected: that the process 
of establishing a new ecclesiastical province was not without tensions. These were 
apparently glossed over in the report sent to Rome, for in 797, Pope Leo III was of the 
impression that the support for the decision had been unanimous.1012  Papal approval for 
the scheme was soon expressed by the sending of a pallium. Hygeberht’s signature on two 
charters dated to 788 demonstrates the change in his status: one he signed as bishop, on 
the other as archbishop.1013 
 
Papal support notwithstanding, the motives behind the division of the province remained 
suspect to some observers. In a letter of 796, Alcuin expressed the view that the province 
of Canterbury was divided “not, as it seems, by reasonable consideration but by a certain 
desire for power.”1014 Though he did not hold Hygeberht personally responsible, and 
argued that Hygeberht should be allowed to remain in office and keep his pallium until his 
death, he hoped that the decision to split the province might be overturned.1015 Alcuin’s 
ambivalence about Lichfield is evident in an earlier letter to Offa (792 or 793), which 
acknowledged that Hygeberht had the authority to consecrate the new Archbishop of 
Canterbury, but also opened with the recollection that “Pope Gregory of Blessed memory, 
our preacher, ordered that there should be two metropolitan sees in Britain…”1016 Alcuin, 
who had been present at the legatine councils, would have had a front row seat to the 

 
1011 Her wæs geflitfullic senoþ æt Cealchyþe, 7 Iaenbryht ærcebiscep forlet sumne dęl his 
biscepdomes, 7 from Offan kyninge Hygebryht wæs gecoren 7 Ecferþ to cyninge gehalgod. Bately, 
ed., Anglo-Saxon Chronicle, 39 (s.a. 785); trans. Swanton, The Anglo-Saxon Chronicles, 53-55. 
1012 Dümmler no. 127 (187-9, at 188). 
1013 Noble, “Rise and fall,” 296. 
1014 … non rationabili, ut videtur, consideratione, sed quadam potestatis cupiditate…  Dümmler no. 
128 (190); trans. EHD no. 203 (788-90); cf. Stephen Allott, Alcuin of York: His Life and Letters 
(York: William Sessions, 1974), 64 (no. 49). 
1015 Dümmler no. 128, (189-91); EHD no. 203 (788-90). 
1016 Beatae memoriae Gregorius papa predicator noster idcirco statuit duas in Britannia 
metropolitanas esse civitates… Levison, England and the Continent, 245-6. 
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events that led to the establishment of the new province.1017 That makes his observation 
about the motives behind the decision all the more valuable. So, too, does the fact that, on 
the whole, Alcuin was not unsympathetic to Offa, with whom he corresponded and whom 
he praised for his reform efforts.1018 Another later commentator held that it was enmity 
towards the people of Kent and their bishop, Jænberht of Canterbury, that had prompted 
the division of the see.1019 
 
Jænberht had been elected as archbishop of Canterbury in 765, shortly after a period of 
instability during which Mercia had established control over Kent.1020  He was local to 
Canterbury, having been abbot of St. Augustine’s before being ordained bishop.1021 In one 
charter he is described as a relative (propinquus) of Ealdhun, whom we know to have been 
a member of the Kentish ruling elite.1022 Evidence for Offa’s direct involvement in Kentish 
affairs in the years 765-775 is thin, and Ecgberht of Kent seems to have ruled more or less 
independently, minting his own coins and issuing charters.1023 Ecgberht and Jænberht 
enjoyed good relations. Ecgberht gave generously to Canterbury, and described Jænberht 
as “dear to me in all things” (qui michi in omnibus carus est, S 34). Kentish attempts to 
retain or regain independence from Mercia appear to have met with Jænberht’s approval 
and perhaps support.1024 In 776, a battle was fought between Kentish and Mercian forces at 
Otford. Kent emerged the victor, and became independent until 785.1025 It was perhaps 

 
1017 Dümmler, no. 3 (28); Story, Carolingian Connections, 62-64. 
1018 See Douglas Dales, Alcuin: His Life and Legacy (Cambridge: James Clarke & Co., 2012), 55-68 
for a discussion of Alcuin’s relationship with Offa and Mercia (esp. 60-61). 
1019 … propter inimicitiam cum uenerabili Iaenberhto et gente Cantuariorum… “on account of his 
hostility towards the venerable Archbishop Jænberht and the Kentish nation”. Coenwulf’s letter to 
Leo III is incorporated into William of Malmesbury’s Deeds of the Kings of the English: R.A.B. 
Mynors, R.M. Thomson and M. Winterbottom, eds. and trans., Gesta Regum Anglorum: The 
History of the English Kings, Oxford Medieval Texts (Oxford: Clarendon, 1998), I:124-9, at 128-9 
(i.88). The letter is also edited in BCS 287 (I.2: 396-8) and HS, 521-3; and translated in EHD no. 204 
(791-3). 
1020 Yorke, Kings and Kingdoms, 31; Brooks, Early History, 112. In S 105, issued in 764, Offa granted 
land in Kent without reference to another ruler. 
1021 S 28, S 29, S 33, S 1182. 
1022 S 1264 (relation to Jænberht, comes), S 155 (minister), S 1259 (ciuitatis praefectus). 
1023 Keynes, “Kingdom of the Mercians,” 7-14; Simon Keynes, “The Control of Kent in the Ninth 
Century,” Early Medieval Europe 2 (1993): 111-31. 
1024 K.P. Whitney, “The Period of Mercian Rule in Kent, and a Charter of A.D. 811,” Archaeologia 
Cantiana 104 (1987): 87-113, at 88. 
1025 Yorke, Kings and Kingdoms, 31. 
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during this time that Jænberht began to have coins minted in his name.1026 When Offa was 
finally able to reconquer the kingdom, he set about reordering Kentish affairs. Protesting 
that Ecgberht had not sought his permission for certain transfers of land, Offa seized 
control of the estates in question – estates that had by then passed from their recipient, 
Jænberht’s relative Ealdhun, to Canterbury.1027 If Offa hoped that this would drive home 
the reality of his rule over Kent to Jænberht, he was disappointed: it only drove the wedge 
between king and archbishop deeper. 
 
Restoration of the confiscated properties would not be achieved until after Offa’s death, 
but in the meantime, Jænberht found other ways to fight back. One, perhaps, was to 
engender distrust of Offa with the pope. A letter of 781x791 from Pope Hadrian to 
Charlemagne describes a rumour that had reached the pope about a conspiracy between 
Offa and Charlemagne to depose the pope and replace him with a Frankish candidate.1028 
Joanna Story has suggested that “Kentish rebels from Jænberht’s circle” may have been 
the ones spreading these tales, in an attempt to discredit Offa and thwart his nascent plans 
for a new ecclesiastical province.1029 The decision to send papal legates to Britain in 786 
may reflect concerns about Offa’s loyalty at least as much as worries about the Anglo-
Saxons’ doctrine.1030 A later medieval tradition held that Jænberht had promised 
Charlemagne his support should he attempt to invade Britain and overthrow Offa.1031 
Closer to home, contemporary evidence suggests that Jænberht deliberately avoided 
Clofesho as a site for his provincial synods, “because it was too closely identified with 

 
1026 Naismith, Money and Power, 121-123; Rory Naismith, “Kings, crisis and coinage reforms in the 
mid‐eighth century,” Early Medieval Europe 20, no. 3 (2012): 291-332, at 328. 
1027 S 155, S 1264. 
1028 Gundlach, ed., “Codex Carolinus,” 629-30 (no. 92); translated in Henry R. Loyn and John 
Percival, The Reign of Charlemagne: Documents on Carolingian Government and Administration, 
Documents of Medieval History 2 (London: Edward Arnold, 1975), 132-4. 
1029 Story, Carolingian Connections, 198, in agreement with Nicholas Brooks, Early History, 117. 
1030 Keynes, “Kingdom of the Mercians,” 15; Jinty Nelson, “Losing the Plot? ‘Filthy Assertions’ and 
‘Unheard-of Deceit’ in Codex Carolinus 92,” in Writing, Kingship and Power in Anglo-Saxon 
England, ed. Rory Naismith and David A. Woodman (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 
2018), 122-135. Nelson reminds us that plans to replace the pope with a more congenial candidate 
were not at all ‘unheard-of’ in the eighth century, and suggests that both Offa and Charlemagne 
may have entertained such notions in the mid-to-late 780s. 
1031 Brooks, Early History, 115-16; the story is recorded by Matthew of Paris (thirteenth century). 
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Mercian political interests”.1032 In the late 780s, the Canterbury mint produced a series of 
coins with Jænberht’s name on one side and Offa’s on the other: on the one hand, a clear 
admission of Offa’s kingship, but on the other, a determined assertion of Jænberht’s own 
continuing authority as archbishop of Canterbury.1033 
 
The strained relationship between Offa and Jænberht posed practical difficulties, but it 
also drew attention to an ideological affront: the ecclesiastical subordination and 
marginalization of the Mercians. That ideology played its part in the formation of 
Lichfield province becomes apparent most readily from the selection of sees which were to 
become obedient to the new archbishop, and from the choice of Lichfield for the new 
metropolitan see. No contemporary source states which “part of his province” Jænberht 
surrendered to form the new archbishopric. Historians have generally accepted the list of 
sees belonging to Lichfield province offered by William of Malmesbury, c. 1125: 
Worcester, Hereford, Leicester, Lindsey, and the two East Anglian sees.1034 However, 
William’s inclusion of the bishops of the East Angles in the new province of Lichfield can 
be called into question.1035 The information is late, and, as Andrew Sargent has noted, 
followed “a well-established conceptual boundary” between the Anglian kingdoms on the 
one hand and the Jutish and Saxon kingdoms on the other, so that it is impossible to tell 
whether it reflects “a decision made in the eighth century [or] William’s imagination in the 
twelfth.”1036 The Chronicle of John of Worcester, written between 1095 and 1140, stated 
that Jænberht lost a “small part of his diocese” (modicam portionem suae parochiae, my 
emphasis): if this is right, William was too generous to assign six suffragans to Lichfield 
while Canterbury was left with only five.1037 Keynes has drawn attention to the fact that 

 
1032 Simon Keynes, “Jænberht,” in The Wiley-Blackwell Encyclopedia of Anglo-Saxon England, 
second, revised edition, ed. Michael Lapidge, John Blair, Simon Keynes and Donald Scragg 
(Chichester: Wiley-Blackwell, 2014). 
1033 Williams, “Mercian Coinage,” 217-8, notes that Jænberht probably had a pre-existing right to 
mint coins, which Offa may have tried to usurp in the late 770s and early 780s. 
1034 Brooks, Early History, 118-119. 
1035 Keynes, “Jaenberht.”  
1036 Andrew William Steward Sargent, “Lichfield and the Lands of St Chad,” Doctoral Thesis, Keele 
University (2012) 35-6. Brooks, Early History, 119, expresses doubts about the reliability of 
William’s list in more general terms, but concludes that “giving Lichfield the seven midland and 
Anglian sees, whilst reserving the six Saxon and Kentish dioceses for Canterbury, would have been 
necessary and sensible in terms of the political and ecclesiastical conditions of 787…” 
1037 Benjamin Thorpe (ed), Florentii Wigorniensis monachi chronicon ex chronicis, ab adventu 
Hengesti et Horsi in Britanniam usque ad annum M.C.XVII. Vol. 1. (London: Sumptibus 
Societatis, 1848), 61; R.R. Darlington and P. McGurk, eds. and Jennifer Bray and P. McGurk, trans., 
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Offa “conducted much of his business, in the 770s, at ‘Mercian’ councils attended by the 
bishops of Leicester, Lichfield, Lindsey, Hereford and Worcester (but not including 
London).”1038 In this confederation we may see perhaps a precursor to the archbishopric 
that would be created in the late 780s. Marion Gibbs argued for the exclusion of the East 
Anglian sees from Lichfield province on the basis of the organization of the episcopal lists 
in MS V.1039 She noted that the East Anglian bishops are listed first, and then a new 
heading introduces the bishops of the Mercians. While this is not by itself conclusive, it is 
suggestive, and has the advantage of resting on near-contemporary evidence. 
 
I would suggest that MS V offers another piece of evidence that the East Anglian 
bishoprics remained part of Canterbury province after 787, and that this evidence can be 
found not in the episcopal lists, but in the royal genealogies discussed above. Dumville 
rejected the idea that the royal genealogies were organized geographically from north to 
south, because Lindsey follows Mercia, while Kent, the southernmost kingdom, is 
followed by East Anglia to its north.1040 However, I would suggest that the collection does 
progress from north to south. Not, as Dumville saw, kingdom by kingdom, but 
archbishopric by archbishopric. York province comes first, represented by the kings of 
Northumbria. Next comes Lichfield province, headed by the kings of the Mercians, then 
Lindsey. And finally, Canterbury province, beginning with the kings of Kent, and 
followed by the kings of the East Angles. This progression was not only geographic (north 
to south), but, from 792 to August 796, also reflected the seniority of the archbishops: 
Eanbald I of York was elected in 779 or 780, Hygeberht of Lichfield in 787, and 
Æthelheard of Canterbury in 792.1041 The principle of seniority applies also within each 
province, where kingdoms with a metropolitan bishop are followed by the kingdoms 
overseen by diocesan bishops. If this interpretation of the organizing principles of the 
royal genealogies is correct, the genealogies provide contemporary evidence that the East 
Anglian sees belonged to Canterbury province. 
 

 
The Chronicle of John of Worcester: Volume II, The annals from 450 to 1066, Oxford Medieval 
Texts (Oxford: Clarendon, 1995), 218-9. 
1038 Keynes, “Kingdom of the Mercians,” 12. 
1039 Marion Gibbs, “The decrees of Agatho and the Gregorian plan for York,” Speculum 48, no. 2 
(1973): 213-246, at 224 n. 44. 
1040 Dumville, “The Anglian Collection,” 45. 
1041 Keynes, “Archbishops and Bishops of England,” 214, 218, 224. 
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The province of Lichfield was therefore not an Anglian polity, as William of Malmesbury’s 
list implied, but a Mercian one. It corresponded with the ancient bishopric of the 
Mercians, bringing together under a single ecclesiastical structure once again those 
peoples who had been given independent bishoprics in Theodore’s reorganization a 
century earlier. In this way it gave institutional expression to the (expanded) Mercian 
gens. The ethnic character of the new ecclesiastical province becomes more clearly visible 
when we consider alternative principles by which the Southumbrian province might have 
been divided, but evidently was not. The province of Lichfield does not simply correspond 
to the Mercian kingdom, for by 787, Offa’s rule was established throughout Southumbria. 
Nor does the province of Lichfield correspond to those areas where his rule was exercised 
more directly. For example, the rulers of the South Saxons had been reduced to the status 
of dux in the 770s, but Sussex remained within the province of Canterbury.1042 London, 
too, which as Godfrey noted “we might have expected … to go to Lichfield,” remained in 
the Canterbury province.1043 Conversely, the people of Lindsey still had their own royal 
line in the 790s, as attested by the royal genealogies, but Lindsey became part of the 
province of Lichfield.1044 Finally, the new province was also not delimited by a major 
topographical feature, as the provinces of Canterbury and York were divided by the 
Humber. The Thames lay too far south, and taking this as a boundary would have 
necessitated inclusion of the East Saxon see of London in Lichfield province – which goes 
beyond even William of Malmesbury’s maximal view of the province’s extent. Further 
north, the rivers Nene and Great Ouse flow through the middle of the Middle Anglian 
diocese. 
 
The scant evidence of episcopal styles also reflects an understanding that Lichfield was 
above all a Mercian archbishopric. Prior to becoming archbishop, Hygeberht subscribed 
to the proceedings of the Legatine council of 786 as “bishop of the church of Lichfield” 
(episcopus Lichitfeldense ęclesię).1045 Similarly, after the abolition of Lichfield province, 
Hygeberht’s successor Ealdwulf was also styled “bishop of Lichfield”.1046 I have suggested 
above  that the use of place-names rather than ethnonyms in episcopal styles reflects an 

 
1042 Yorke, Kings and Kingdoms, 114; Featherstone, “Tribal Hidage,” 30; S 108, S 1193. 
1043 Godfrey, “The Archbishopric of Lichfield,” 148 n. 3. 
1044 Dumville, “Anglian Collection,” 29, 46. 
1045 Dümmler, no. 3 (28). 
1046 S167, BCS 338 (I.2: 472), this charter is forged but possibly based on authentic synodical acta of 
811: Cubitt, Church Councils, 284; S 1187; S 1431, BCS 309 (I.2: 430); S 1431b. 
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understanding that their sees served gentes which were divided over multiple 
bishoprics.1047 This would mean that the style “bishop of the church of Lichfield” 
expressed that the Mercian gens had multiple bishops.1048 It is only after the creation of the 
new province, extending Hygeberht’s jurisdiction over not only the church of Lichfield 
but also the churches of Hereford, Leicester, Lindsey, and Worcester, that he was called 
“bishop of the Mercians”.1049 This suggests that the new province was considered – at 
least by some – to be coterminous with the Mercian gens. Likewise, the episcopal lists’ 

heading for the section that gives the 
bishops of the Mercians, Middle Angles, 
people of Lindsey, Hwicce and 
Magonsætan (that is, the Lichfield 
archbishopric, as Gibbs noted1050) called 
these five bishoprics collectively the 
“provinces of the Mercians”.1051 
 
The choice of Lichfield for the see of the 
new metropolitan further strengthens 
the impression that the province was to 
be intimately linked to the Mercian gens. 
Lichfield was located in the Mercian 
heartlands, close to the royal vill of 
Tamworth.1052 It was the first see 
established for the Mercian gens, 
perhaps inspired by the historic role 
played by nearby Wall (Letocetum) in 

 
1047 Chapters 4 and 5. 
1048 Note that Unwona signed the proceedings of the Legatine Council not as “bishop of the Middle 
Angles” but as “bishop of Leicester” (Unuuona Legorensium episcopus). Dümmler, no. 3 (29). 
1049 By Leo III in his letter to Coenwulf: Dümmler, no. 127 (188). 
1050 Gibbs, “Decrees of Agatho,” 224 n. 44. 
1051 Nomina episcoporum prouinciarum Merciorum, Page, “Episcopal Lists III,” 5. 
1052 Barbara Yorke, “The Origins of Mercia,” in Mercia: An Anglo-Saxon Kingdom in Europe, ed. 
Michelle P. Brown and Carol A. Farr, Studies in the Early History of Europe (London; New York: 
Continuum, 2001), 13-22, at 19-20. On Tamworth’s early fortifications, see Bassett, “Divide and 
Rule.” 

9: The Lichfield Angel 
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Mercian Christianity.1053 The see had been founded by St Chad, who was culted at the 
cathedral soon after his death, and the choice of Lichfield for the new metropolitan see 
has, by some scholars, been attributed to the success of Chad’s cult. 1054  The stone carving 
known as the Lichfield Angel (pictured), which once formed part of a shrine, may have 
been produced to embellish the shrine of Chad during the period of the Lichfield 
archbishopric.1055 The sculpture stands as a reminder of Lichfield’s status and patronage 
of the arts in an age from which few historical sources survive. Yet there were presumably 
other episcopal sees in Offa’s kingdom that had claims as good or better to being worthy 
of metropolitan status. London, designated by Gregory to be the site of the metropolitan 
see of southern Britain, is perhaps the most obvious, as events after Offa’s death would 
show. Lincoln, too, had better Roman credentials than Lichfield: it had been a Roman 
provincial capital and episcopal see, perhaps even a metropolitan see.1056 Lichfield, 
however, stood out among the rest by virtue of being the centre of the Mercian kingdom, 
located in the Mercian people’s “first land”: it was on this basis that it was to become the 
centre of the new ecclesiastical province. 
 
That a gens should have its own archbishopric was not a revolutionary idea in eighth-
century Europe. It was noted above (Chapter 2) that the archbishoprics founded by 
missionaries of the seventh, eighth and ninth centuries corresponded to gentes, and we 
have also seen (Chapter 5) that the archbishopric of York corresponded to the 
Northumbrian gens.1057 Lichfield province appears therefore as a polity designed to be the 
institutional expression of the Mercian gens. Its creation stretched the meaning of 
“Mercian” to include the Middle Angles, the Hwicce, the people of Lindsey, and those 

 
1053 Chad was not the first bishop of the Mercians, but his predecessors did not have a fixed see. HE 
IV.3 (336); VW 15 (32-3); Brooks, Anglo-Saxon Myths, 77, cf. above (chapter 3). On the early history 
of Lichfield and Wall, see Jim Gould, “Lichfield before St Chad,” in Medieval Archaeology and 
Architecture at Lichfield: The British Archaeological Association Conference Transactions for the 
year 1987, ed. John Maddison (Leeds: British Archaeological Association, 1993), 1-10. 
1054 Bede, HE IV.3. Warwick Rodwell, Jane Hawkes, Emily Howe and Rosemary Cramp, “The 
Lichfield Angel,” The Antiquaries Journal 88 (2008): 48-108, at 50. 
1055 Rodwell, Hawkes, Howe and Cramp, “Lichfield Angel,” 66-75. Michelle P. Brown, “The 
Lichfield Angel and the Manuscript Context: Lichfield as a Centre of Insular Art,” Journal of the 
British Archaeological Association 160, no. 1 (2007): 8-19, explores some analogies between the 
Lichfield Angel and early insular manuscript illumination. 
1056 Yorke, Conversion of Britain, 110. 
1057 See Joanna Story, “Archbishopric of York,” 810-13; Palmer, “Anskar’s Imagined Communities,” 
181-5. 
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who would come to be called the Magonsætan. At the same time, it made the Mercians 
ecclesiastically distinct from their neighbours, both Anglian and Saxon. With the 
elevation of Lichfield to metropolitan status, the Mercian gens was brought away from the 
ecclesiastical periphery and into the centre. The province of Lichfield thus represented 
not only the practical solution to a set of administrative and political challenges, but also 
expressed commitment to a particular ethnic map of Britain. 
 
Resistance to its establishment was likewise not only political, but also expressed 
resistance to the vision it embodied. The see of Canterbury continued to champion 
another vision, one shared by Bede and others, of the Angli as a category that transcended 
individual kingdoms and smaller gentes.1058  This narrative, that foregrounded the 
Christian tradition and placed the archbishops of Canterbury in a line of succession from 
Gregory through Augustine down to the present, exerted a magnetic pull on the 
ecclesiastics of eighth-century Anglo-Saxon England.  It was to this overarching 
commonality that Alcuin appealed in his attempt to reconcile Æthelheard with the people 
of Canterbury. Æthelheard was Jænberht’s successor, apparently a Mercian appointee.1059 
Upon the death of Offa in 796, Kent won independence from Mercia under Eadberht Præn, 
and Æthelheard fled to the court of Ecgfrith.1060 Alcuin wrote the fugitive archbishop a 
letter, rebuking him for his flight. He also wrote to the people of Kent. Citing the Gospel 
proverb that a divided kingdom cannot stand (Matthew 12:25, Mark 3:24), Alcuin warned 
his Kentish readers: “See how great the division is between the peoples and nations 
(populos et gentes) of the Angli ... Recall to yourselves ... your bishop Æthelheard ... and 
with his counsel establish your kingdom in a better state...”1061 This appeal was 
interwoven with the rhetoric of divine election and retribution. Alcuin began by stating 
that division among the erstwhile kingdoms of the Britons was what precipitated their 

 
1058 On the role of Canterbury in promoting the idea of the gens Anglorum, see Brooks, “Canterbury, 
Rome and the Construction of English Identity”; Wormald, “Bede, the bretwaldas, and the origins 
of the gens Anglorum”. 
1059 Brooks, Early History, 120. 
1060 Brooks, Early History, 121. 
1061 Timete vobis ipsius veritatis sententiam, quam in ecclesiam expressit dicens: ‘Omne regnum in 
se divisum non stabit.’ Ecce quanta divisio est inter populos et gentes Anglorum. Et ideo in se ipsis 
deficiunt, quia inter se ipsos pacem non servant et fidem. Revocate ad vos ... episcopum vestrum 
Aedilhardum ... Et eius consilio in melius regni vestri statum corroborate... Dümmler no. 129 (192). 
Also edited in HS, 510. My trans.; see also Allott, Alcuin, 65-6 (no. 50). 
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loss of Britain in the Anglo-Saxon migration.1062 He then went on to warn the Kentish 
people of their own imminent downfall if they would not be reconciled to their 
archbishop. For Alcuin, Æthelheard as archbishop of Canterbury represented the 
spiritual unity of the Angli, and his estrangement from his flock contradicted this unity, 
which was fundamental to the right standing of the Angli before God. The same desire for 
unity, and particularly a unity focused on the successor of Augustine at Canterbury, also 
permeates the profession of obedience made by Bishop Eadwulf of Lindsey to 
Æthelheard, written after Eadwulf’s election but before his consecration, in 796.1063 He 
considered it 

… not improper if not only I but also all bishops with me look to the episcopal see 
of the blessed Augustine, over which the pious Archbishop Æthelheard presides, 
the city of Canterbury, from whence, as the blessed Gregory directed, the order 
of (our) ecclesiastical rank is governed for us all.1064 

This is all the more striking since Eadwulf’s see lay in the province of Lichfield. Eadwulf’s 
particularly warm language may reflect his personal connection with Æthelheard, who 
had once been his teacher.1065 Nevertheless, the profession is not merely personal 
correspondence between old friends: it was a formal document and expressed a view of the 
positional authority enjoyed by the Archbishop of Canterbury.1066  The bishop-elect’s 
loyalty to his own metropolitan was apparently overcome by his reverence for the see of 
Augustine and for the decrees of Gregory.  
 
The establishment of Lichfield province had never been universally desired by the Anglo-
Saxon episcopate, and in the wake of Offa’s death, voices went up in favour of reuniting it 
with Canterbury province, under the leadership of Canterbury. Royal opinion also shifted 
upon the death of Offa in 796. Offa’s son and successor, Ecgfrith, outlived his father by 
only a few months. The kingship of Mercia passed to Coenwulf, who hoped to reunite the 

 
1062 On Alcuin and providential history, see Mary Garrison, “The Bible and Alcuin’s Interpretation of 
Current Events,” Peritia 16 (2002): 68-84. On the rhetoric of divine retribution and ethnic election, 
see Adan Jones, “A Chosen Missionary People?,” 100, 103-4. 
1063 HS, 507 (note b.). The profession itself makes clear that Eadwulf had not yet been consecrated. 
An “Eaduulf electus” subscribed to a charter of Ecgfrith in 796: S 148. 
1064 Nec ab re est, si ad episcopalem beati Augustini sedem, cui pius presidet Ethelardus 
archiepiscopus, non ego tantum, sed et omnes mecum pręsules prospiciant, ad Doroberniam 
ciuitatem, unde nobis omnibus ęcclesiasticę dignitatis ordo, beato Gregorio dirigente, ministratur. 
Richter, Canterbury Professions, 2 (no.1); cf. HS, 507. 
1065 Godfrey, “Archbishopric of Lichfield,” 152. 
1066 Richter, Canterbury Professions, xxi, xlvi. 
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provinces of Lichfield and Canterbury and move the archiepiscopal see to London. This 
would restore the unity of the southern province, while keeping the seat of the archbishop 
in a part of the country that was firmly in Mercian control.1067 The plan had the added 
advantage of being supported Gregory’s authority – after all, London had been his initial 
choice for the southern see. Coenwulf petitioned Pope Leo III for support for this plan, 
sending two delegations in consecutive years.1068 Although Leo declined to revisit his 
immediate predecessor’s decision, the tide could not be turned.1069 Eadwulf’s profession of 
obedience was followed by others. In the years between 798 and 801, two more bishops 
whose sees lay within the province of Lichfield made professions of faith and obedience to 
Æthelheard: Deneberht of Worcester and Wulfheard of Hereford.1070 As Stenton 
commented long ago, it seems “that the factor which decided the fate of the archbishopric 
of Lichfield was the reverence of individual bishops for the traditions of Augustine’s 
church.”1071 
 
As 801 drew to a close, Æthelheard, with the full support of the Anglo-Saxon episcopate 
behind him, travelled to Rome and presented his case in person on 18 January 802. His 
appeal was a success: the rights of Canterbury were restored.1072 Pope Leo wrote to 
Coenwulf to inform him of the decision.1073 He also wrote to Æthelheard, confirming his 
privileges as Archbishop of Canterbury.1074 The letter makes repeated reference to the 
universality of his jurisdiction over the “churches of the English”, and anchors the 
decision in the ordinances of Gregory I and in longstanding tradition: 

The holy and noble preacher Gregory ordained and confirmed according to 
orthodoxy, that all the churches of the English were to be subject for ever to 
blessed Archbishop Augustine, his chaplain, by the sacred use of the pallium. 

 
1067 Godfrey, “Archbishopric of Lichfield,” 150; Brooks, Early History, 123-4. 
1068 Mynors, Thomson and Winterbottom, eds. and trans., Gesta Regum Anglorum, 1, 128 (i.88). 
1069 Noble, “Rise and Fall,” 297-8. 
1070 Richter, Canterbury Professions, 2-5 (nos. 2-4). Deneberht’s profession is also printed in HS, 
525-7. 
1071 Stenton, Anglo-Saxon England, 228. Godfrey, “Archbishopric of Lichfield,” 152, agreed: “It was 
essentially a deep-seated loyalty of churchmen to the traditions of the see of St Augustine which 
brought about the collapse of the Mercian scheme.” 
1072 HS, 536-7; EHD no. 209 (798-9). 
1073 Mynors, Thomson and Winterbottom, eds. and trans., Gesta Regum Anglorum, 1, 130-3 (i.89); 
HS, 538-39. 
1074 The letter has been rejected as a forgery by some scholars, but Cubitt argued that there is no 
reason to doubt an authentic basis: Cubitt, “Finding the Forger,” 1224 n. 3. 
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And, therefore, by the authority of the blessed Peter, Prince of the Apostles ... 
and moreover according to the established judgment of the holy canons, we ... 
concede to you Æthelheard and to your successors all the churches of the English 
just as they were in former times, to be held for ever in your same metropolitan 
see by inviolable right, with due acknowledgement and subjection.1075 

In October of 803, a council at Clofesho confirmed the restoration Canterbury’s 
metropolitan rights “according as St. Gregory, the apostle and teacher of our race, had 
arranged”, and affirmed: 

[N]ever shall kings or bishops or ealdormen or men of any tyrannical power 
presume to diminish the honour of St. Augustine and his holy see, or to divide it 
in the slightest extent, but it shall always remain most fully in all things in that 
honour and dignity in which it certainly is held in the constitution of the blessed 
Gregory and in the privileges of his apostolic successors, and also as is considered 
right in the decrees of the holy canons. ... If, indeed, anyone in defiance of the 
apostolic injunctions and those of us all dare to cut the coat of Christ and divide 
the unity of the Holy Church of God, let him know that he is damned eternally 
unless he makes fitting amends for what he wickedly did against the holy 
canons.1076  

Once again, Canterbury had reclaimed its privileged status at the head of Gregory’s 
imagined community of the Angli. 
 
Yet Canterbury’s position was still vulnerable. In the early ninth century, the Archbishop 
of Canterbury would again clash with the Mercian king; this time the key figures were 

 
1075 pro diocesibus Angliæ tibi commissis... Omnes Anglorum Æcclesias sanctus ac egregius 
prædicator Gregorius ordinavit, atque catholice confirmavit beato Augustino Archiepiscopo, 
sincello suo, subjectas fore in ævum per sacrum usum pallii. ... tibi, Athelarde, tuisque 
successoribus, omnes Anglorum æcclesias sicut a priscis temporibus fuere, in perpetuum in ipsa tua 
metropolitana sede, per subjectionis cognitionem, irrefragabili jure concedimus obtinendas. HS, 
536-7; trans. EHD no. 209 (798-9). 
1076 juxta quod Sanctus Gregorius nostræ gentis apostolus et magister conposuit ... ut numquam 
Reges neque Episcopi neque principes neque ullius tyrannicæ potestatis homines honorem Sancti 
Augustini et suæ sanctæ sedis diminuere vel in aliquantula particula dividere præsumerint; sed in eo 
per omnia dignitatis honore plenissime semper permaneat quo utique in constitutione beati Gregorii 
et in privilegiis apostolicorum suorum successorum habeatur nec non etiam et in sanctorum 
canonum rectum haberi sanctionibus videatur. ... Si quis vero contra apostolicus præceptis et 
nostrorum omnium ausus sit tunicam Christi scindere et unitatem sancte Dei Ecclesiæ dividere; 
sciat sed nisi digne emendaverit quod inique contra sacras canones fecit æternaliter esse damnatum. 
HS, 543-4; trans. EHD no. 210 (799-800). 
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Archbishop Wulfred (805-32) and King Coenwulf (796-823).1077 Cubitt has argued that a 
text purporting to be the decrees of the 679 Council of Hatfield was in fact composed by 
Wulfred. She deduced from the felt need for such a document that “[t]he Gregorian plan’s 
designation of London rather than Canterbury may have remained a threat.”1078 The 
“Pseudo-Hatfield” claimed to represent the decisions of “the whole English people” 
(tocius gentis Anglorum) represented by their bishops and kings, assembled in council by 
Archbishop Theodore.1079 It reaffirmed the Gregorian plan of two provinces, each with 
twelve bishops, with the crucial difference that Canterbury and not London was 
designated as the place where “the wearing of the pallium is to be kept … just as it has been 
maintained by Archbishop Augustine in ancient times and up to now”.1080 While the 
reverberations of Offa’s Lichfield project may still be felt in the forged proceedings of 
Hatfield, the stress on the locations of the metropolitan sees rather than on their number 
suggests that by this time it was not the partition of the province but the relocation of the 
archiepiscopal see that was the greatest threat facing the bishops of Canterbury. 
 
While the reigns of Æthelbald and Offa lasted, the idea of an insular world centred on the 
Mercian gens had made sense. But after the chaotic events of 796, and as Mercian power 
waned in the decades that followed, this idea began to lose ground even among the 
Mercians. Evidence from the early ninth century points towards a new acceptance of the 
idea of an ecclesia Anglorum headed by two archbishops along the lines envisioned by 
Gregory. The episcopal professions of obedience to Canterbury, which continued into the 
ninth century, are one indication. Another is the manuscript already discussed above, MS 
V. Keynes has noted how this manuscript was produced in “a period when links were 
cultivated between political and ecclesiastical establishments in Mercia and equivalent 
centres of power and influence in Kent.” He considered it  

symbolic of a larger truth that during this period (c. 810) an unknown scholar, 
presumably working in association with ecclesiastical and secular authorities of 
the day, felt the need and had the resources to assemble material seemingly 

 
1077 Brooks, Early History, 132-36; Simon Keynes, “The Mercian Supremacy,” in The Making of 
England: Anglo-Saxon Art and Culture AD 600-900, ed. Leslie Webster and Janet Backhouse 
(London: British Museum Press, 1991), 193-4. 
1078 Cubitt, “Finding the Forger,” 1241. 
1079 Cubitt, “Finding the Forger,” 1246. 
1080 … indumento paleg habeatur, sicut archiepiscopo AVGUSTINO priscis iam temporibus at nunc 
usque detenta est. Cubitt, “Finding the Forger,” 1246 (Latin), 1248 (trans.). 
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intended to reduce his world to order, including a collection of episcopal lists for 
the whole Church of the English ...1081 

The attempt to create an exhaustive list of the bishops of all the Anglo-Saxon bishoprics, 
divided into two sections headed by Canterbury and York, surely does indicate, as Keynes 
argued, that “the compiler subscribed wholeheartedly to Bede’s conception of the ecclesia 
Anglorum.”1082 But that does not necessarily mean, as Keynes suggested, that we should 
look to Canterbury for the origins of the episcopal lists.1083 Rather than pointing to a 
Canterbury provenance, the organization of the episcopal lists can also be taken to point 
to the adoption of Canterbury ideas outside of Canterbury itself. The evidence of the 
accompanying royal genealogies and, in the other manuscripts, of the regnal lists, shows 
that the compilers and continuators of these lists had a particular interest in Mercia. And 
while it may not be possible, on paleographical grounds, to assign MS V to Mercia, neither 
can we exclude a Mercian provenance.1084 The chronological note discussed above, which 
referred to the death of Æthelbald, the deposition of Beornred, and the accession of Offa, 
in MS V also calculates the date of these events in relation to the arrival of Augustine: a 
marriage of Mercian regnal and Canterbury-centred ecclesiastical temporal 
frameworks.1085 I would therefore agree with Keynes that it is indeed tempting to see the 
creation of this compilation as “prompted in one way or another by the abolition of the 
archbishopric of Lichfield”.1086  
 
Since this chapter began with Guthlac as a Mercian saint, it is perhaps worth returning 
now at the end to Guthlac as an English saint. One possible Mercian composition of the 
early ninth century is a second Old English poem about Guthlac, Guthlac B.1087 Unlike 

 
1081 Simon Keynes, “Mercia and Wessex in the ninth century,” in Mercia: An Anglo-Saxon Kingdom 
in Europe, ed. Michelle P. Brown and Carol A. Farr, Studies in the Early History of Europe 
(London; New York: Continuum, 2001), 310-28, at 311. 
1082 Keynes, “Between Bede and the Chronicle,” 56. 
1083 Keynes, “Between Bede and the Chronicle,” 55-7, 60-1.  
1084 Brown, “Mercian Manuscripts?,” 281, assigns the manuscript to the “Mercian school”, but this is 
meant to indicate “a broader area of Mercian cultural activity … capable of encompassing the 
political components of greater Mercia, Kent, and Wessex during the eighth and ninth centuries…” 
1085 Walbers, “Number and Measurement,” 109, 116; Keynes, “Between Bede and the Chronicle,” 54. 
1086 Keynes, “Between Bede and the Chronicle,” 61. 
1087 The date of the poem is uncertain, but the author clearly knew and used Felix’s Life of St 
Guthlac, and perhaps also intended to complement the existing Guthlac A. Stefany Wragg has 
argued that Guthlac B may belong to the reigns of Wiglaf of Mercia (827-829 and 830-840): Wragg, 
“Early Texts,” 258-60, 264-5. 
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Guthlac A, which strips the saint of his specific contexts, and unlike Felix, who stressed 
the saint’s Mercian connections, Guthlac B describes the saint as “blessed among the 
English” (eadig on Engle) at the start of the poem, placing him from the beginning in an 
explicitly English context.1088 Guthlac’s Englishness is recalled again later.1089 The 
transformation of Guthlac from a Mercian into an Englishman and the abolition of the 
Mercian archbishopric may perhaps be taken as both reflecting the same shift: the end of 
the Mercian hegemony, in which the Mercian gens, imagined in the eighth century as the 
centre of both royal and ecclesiastical power, was ultimately overshadowed by the gens 
Anglorum. 
 

Conclusion 
This chapter began by examining several sources which can help us to understand eighth-
century Mercian ideas about the gentes of Anglo-Saxon England. These revealed that the 
Mercian gens was considered to be one of several Anglian peoples, and to hold a position of 
special prominence among them. This Anglian gens may also have been thought to 
include the people of Kent, but it excluded the Saxons and Britons. The Mercian kings 
sought to exercise authority – either directly or indirectly – over all these gentes, but 
continued to identify themselves with the Mercian gens. The chapter proceeded to 
interpret the foundation of a third ecclesiastical province for Britain, with its metropolitan 
see at Lichfield, as an expression of Mercian identity-building. The new province was to 
include only those bishoprics that had once been part of the Mercian diocese, and its 
archiepiscopal see was the first see of the Mercians, conveniently located close to the 
Mercian administrative centre at Tamworth. However, with the death of Offa and his heir 
Ecgfrith, the driving force behind the establishment of Lichfield province was removed. 
The archbishop of Canterbury soon sought to reassert his rights, and found support 
among the other bishops. An important element in this process was the appeal to the 
unity of the Angli, which was expressed through adherence to the Gregorian scheme for 
the ecclesia Anglorum. The ecclesiastical struggle between Lichfield and Canterbury can 
therefore be understood as a competition between two ethnic maps of Anglo-Saxon 
England. The one was drawn to align closely with the political landscape, taking kings and 
their kin as the central figures around whom the gentes coalesced, while the other 
followed the contours sketched by Gregory and filled in by Bede and others, taking the 

 
1088 Roberts, ed., Guthlac Poems, 109 (l. 880). 
1089 Roberts, ed., Guthlac Poems, 123 (l. 1360). 
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church as its primary organizing principle. And while one saw a prominent place at the 
centre for the Mercian gens, the other pushed the Mercians to the margins in favour of an 
emphasis on the gens Anglorum. While political unity and the emergence of an English 
nation would not be achieved for another century, the end of the short-lived province of 
Lichfield demonstrated how powerful an idea the imagined community of the English 
people already was, and how strong the impulse to give it expression in the English 
church. 
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Conclusion – The people as ecclesiastical 
community 
 

 

This thesis began by drawing attention to an element of early medieval thought about the 
church that has often been noticed but rarely explored in great depth: the practical and 
theological importance of gentes within the church. Its central question was: how did 
people in early Anglo-Saxon England envision gentes as ecclesiastical communities? The 
preceding six chapters have shown that gentes were understood in various ways as a 
mediating ecclesiological category between the local and the universal church. The gens 
figured in ecclesiastical historiography as the community of the converted, predestined to 
arrive together at the judgment seat. As the community of the converted, the gens was 
also the community of its apostle, whose memorialization simultaneously expressed 
belonging to the ecclesia gentis and to the universal church, and to whose authority 
appeals could be made to help navigate the tension between unity and diversity. Some 
gentes could also find expression in the structure of church, whether as bishopric or 
archbishopric. Others were consigned to remaining purely spiritual rather than 
administrative realities. Foremost among these was the gens Anglorum, the imagined 
community given pride of place in the thought of Gregory, Bede, and many others. 
Subsequent developments have shown that the gens Anglorum was an idea destined for 
success. However, this thesis has sought to underline that this was by no means the only 
gens which had a part to play in the early Anglo-Saxon church. 
 
Intellectual approaches to gentes and their place in the church were the focus of the first 
three chapters of this thesis, which drew together evidence from a range of early Anglo-
Saxon sources to show both areas of broad agreement and some variations. The first 
chapter showed that early Anglo-Saxon authors of the eighth century understood ethnic 
identities to be multiple and negotiable. For them, common ancestry was the essential 
characteristic that made a people a people, but other factors lent definition to the gens by 
giving greater or lesser relevance to certain kinship ties. One of these factors was a 
common faith, and it was noted in this chapter that some early Anglo-Saxon authors 
treated conversion as a collective process undergone by whole gentes together. The 
second chapter pursued this observation further, showing that this way of thinking about 
conversion was more widely shared among early Anglo-Saxon authors. As the community 
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of those who were converted together, the gens was characterized by a spiritual as well as 
a genealogical kinship. To narrate the collective conversion of a gens was therefore to 
assert its existence as a gens, and to assert it as something providential and thus eternal. 
From an Anglo-Saxon theological perspective, conversion did not dissolve a gens into the 
greater whole of the church, but rather gave it a new importance and permanence, by 
demonstrating that it had been predestined to receive the faith and suggesting that it 
would endure until the end of the age, and into the age to come. At the same time, the 
conversion narratives of particular gentes were but a small part of the universal narrative 
of the conversion of all gentes as the world approached its end. Trying to visualize the end 
of the age and the judgment day, early medieval authors pictured a scene in which all of 
humanity would be led before the judgment seat, gens by gens, each people headed by 
their own “apostle” who had initiated their conversion. The third chapter therefore 
studied the gens as an apostolic community, gathered around a shared spiritual father. It 
was argued that the veneration of Gregory as apostle of the Angli gave expression 
simultaneously to a sense of belonging to the universal church, and to the gens Anglorum. 
The evidence of textual sources and of church dedications suggested that the cult of 
Gregory was most enthusiastically embraced in those places which he had designated as of 
central importance to the ecclesia Anglorum: Canterbury and York. It was suggested that 
the paucity of evidence from eighth-century Mercia for a special interest in Gregory 
reflects a lesser enthusiasm for the idea of the Angli and for Gregory as their apostle. 
Together, these first three chapters demonstrated that there were multiple ethnic maps 
available to the leaders of the early Anglo-Saxon church, laying differing emphases on the 
perceived commonalities and dissimilarities between communities. While many shared a 
sense of belonging to the gens Anglorum, not everyone did, and some who identified as 
Angli understood this community differently from others. These different ethnic maps 
expressed themselves in conversion narratives and in eschatological hopes, in appeals to 
ecclesiastical authority and in church dedications. Yet despite these differences, the idea 
of the gens as a community within the church remained constant. By tracing their 
ancestral roots back to the sons of Noah, and by tracing their spiritual heritage to the 
apostles, gentes could be connected to the larger story of salvation and the church of all 
times and places. 
 
The last three chapters concentrated on the relationship between the gentes and the 
administrative organization of the Anglo-Saxon church. Chapter four showed that Bede’s 
twin commitments to the gens Anglorum and to Gregory’s plan for the organization of the 
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church in Britain precluded him from seeking the complete correspondence of gentes to 
ecclesiastical polities. In his emphasis on the ecclesia Anglorum, Bede modified the 
Gregorian plan from which he drew inspiration. While Gregory had anticipated 
Augustine’s mission leading to the (re-)establishment of an administrative structure that 
would encompass the whole of Britannia, Bede’s ecclesia vel gens Anglorum excluded the 
churches of the other gentes of Britain, who were not seen as subject to the jurisdiction of 
the archbishops of the Angli. Yet bishoprics were not to correspond to smaller gentes, nor 
was the gens Anglorum as a whole to correspond to an archbishopric. Although the 
hoped-for archbishopric of York was to be coterminous with the Northumbrian gens, it 
was suggested that Bede’s commitment to the idea of a gens Nordanhymbrorum may 
have been inspired by his advocacy for the creation of a northern ecclesiastical province, 
rather than the reverse. Here, too, local identities came second to the overarching vision of 
the ecclesia Anglorum.  Bede’s hopes for the establishment of a new archbishopric were to 
be realized in the year of his death, but his proposal for the creation of additional 
bishoprics met with more resistance. Theodore’s earlier reorganization had already 
attempted to increase the number of episcopal sees, but not all of these were long-lived. 
One of the new sees established by Theodore that did enjoy a long existence was that of 
Worcester in the kingdom of the Hwicce. It was argued in chapter five this bishopric was 
able to function as a site for the expression of the identity of the Hwicce as a gens in a 
period when the political autonomy of the Hwiccan kingdom was becoming increasingly 
limited. Comparing the bishopric of the Hwicce with the neighbouring diocese of 
Hereford, which was created at the same time and served a kingdom of similar size, helped 
to demonstrate more clearly that it was indeed the Hwiccan gens, rather than the 
Hwiccan kingdom, with which the bishops of Worcester were associated. This chapter 
therefore showed that, in some cases at least, the gens could function as an ecclesiological 
category by being expressed as an episcopal community. Just as the establishment of the 
bishopric of Worcester was meant to give institutional expression to the Hwiccan gens, 
the creation of the archbishopric of Lichfield represented an attempt to give the Mercian 
gens a prominent place in the structures of the Anglo-Saxon church. It was argued that 
Lichfield province was formed by the same bishoprics that had originally been part of the 
Mercian diocese (and thus excluded the East Anglian sees). This composition is one 
indication of the close association envisioned between the Mercian kingdom, gens, and 
ecclesiastical province. The selection of Lichfield as the see of the new archbishop is 
another. However, like some of Theodore’s new bishoprics a century earlier, the new 
archbishopric was short-lived. Previous scholarship has pointed out that, after the death 
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of Offa, the new province soon lost its appeal to both ecclesiastical and secular elites. This 
thesis has suggested that shifting ideas about gentes may have been part of the 
background development that led to the abolition of Lichfield province. The restoration 
of the rights of Canterbury may reflect respect for the traditions of this see, but also 
demonstrates a widespread acceptance of the apostolic authority of Gregory and sense of 
belonging to the imagined community of the Angli which he once sought to evangelize. 
 
Scholarly attention for the connections between religious and ethnic discourse in the 
Middle Ages has been increasing in the past few years. The Visions of Community project 
in Vienna, which has recently come to a close, included a series of studies on the 
interconnected themes of ethnicity, religion and empire in the European and Asian Middle 
Ages.1090 In addition to the many publications that have already appeared, there are more 
still forthcoming.1091 One of the insights driving this flourishing field of inquiry is that 
there were many different ways of envisioning religious and ethnic communities in the 
Middle Ages, so that scholars should be wary of universalizing theories that gloss over 
regional variations and developments over time. Detailed studies of a range of contexts are 
therefore necessary. This thesis has offered one such study, addressing an area which the 
Visions of Community project has largely ignored: Anglo-Saxon England.1092 It is 

 
1090 See a presentation of the project in Walter Pohl and Andre Gingrich, “Visions of Community: 
Comparative Approaches to Ethnicity, Region and Empire in Christianity, Islam and Buddhism 
(400-1600 CE) (VISCOM),” Medieval Worlds 1 (2015): 138-146. 
1091 Of particular interest to the topic of the present thesis will be Walter Pohl, Gerda Heydemann 
and Ingrid Hartl, eds., Ethnicity and Religion (Leiden: Brill, forthcoming in 2020). Several volumes 
have appeared in the past few months or have been announced for publication in 2019, including: 
Veronika Wieser and Vincent Eltschinger, eds., Cultures of Eschatology, vol. 1: Worldly Empires 
and Scriptural Authorities in Medieval Christian, Islamic, and Buddhist Communities, Cultural 
History of Apocalyptic Thought / Kulturgeschichte der Apokalypse 3.1 (Munich: De Gruyter, 2019); 
Veronika Wieser, Vincent Eltschinger and Johann Heiss, eds., Cultures of Eschatology, vol. 2: 
Time, Death and Afterlife in Medieval Christian, Islamic, and Buddhist Communities (Munich: De 
Gruyter, 2019); Walter Pohl and Veronika Wieser, eds., Historiography and Identity 1: Ancient and 
Early Christian Narratives of Community, Cultural Encounters in Late Antiquity and the Middle 
Ages 24 (Turnhout: Brepols, 2019); Helmut Reimitz and Gerda Heydemann, eds., Historiography 
and Identity 2: Post-Roman Multiplicity and New Political Identities (Turnhout: Brepols, 2019). 
1092 The extensive list of publications connected with the project contains only one item addressing 
Anglo-Saxon England specifically: Marilyn Dunn, “Apocalypse Now? Judgment, Body and Soul in 
the Christianization of the Anglo-Saxons,” in Cultures of Eschatology, vol. 2: Time, Death and 
Afterlife in Medieval Christian, Islamic, and Buddhist Communities, ed. Veronika Wieser, Vincent 
Eltschinger and Johann Heiss (Munich: De Gruyter, 2019). The British Isles are also the focus of 
Thomas Charles-Edwards, “Celtic Britain and Ireland: an Arena for Historical Debate,” in 
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distinctive not only in the subject area it addresses, but also in its approach. Most 
scholarship on the subject of the relationship between Christianity and ethnic 
communities has tended to concentrate on the influence of Christian ideas and 
institutions on ethnic discourse. Thus, Walter Pohl and Andre Gingrich formulate the 
approach of the Visions of Community project as follows: “The leading research question 
is in what ways ideas and discourses that aimed at constructing spiritual communities … 
came to influence or legitimize the shaping of particular communities [including] tribes or 
ethnic groups….”1093 The project part that focused on early medieval Europe had as its aim 
to “addresses the role of Christianity in the shaping of communities in late antique and 
early medieval Europe.”1094 This thesis has turned these questions around, and focused on 
how ideas about gentes influenced the way the church was envisioned. This led to the 
symbiotic relationship between ethnic and ecclesiastical visions of community being 
highlighted, and has helped to elucidate how early Anglo-Saxon authors used the idea of 
gentes not only to describe their world, but also to shape it.1095 
 
This thesis has argued that, in early Anglo-Saxon England, peoples as “imagined 
communities” could be imagined simultaneously as ecclesiastical communities of various 
kinds. It thus invites us to a nuanced understanding of the relationship between gens and 
church in Anglo-Saxon England, while at the same time demonstrating how important 
this relationship was. In part by moving away from a focus on the relationship of the 
church to the “state” or “nation” and towards a better appreciation of the significance of 
gentes in the early medieval church, this thesis contributes to a re-evaluation of the image 
of western Europe as a “patchwork” of ethnic churches.1096 To the extent that the image of 
a patchwork suggests clearly bounded, homogenous units, that image has here been 
shown to be reductive. Instead, “tie-dye” might be a better textile metaphor: early Anglo-
Saxon authors presented the gentes of Europe as overlapping and concentric fields, with 
somewhat blurred edges, and proposed various ways of mapping these communities onto 
the church. This thesis has identified a number of approaches to the intersection of gentes 
and the church that appear to have been widely shared among early Anglo-Saxon authors. 

 
Historiography and Identity 2: Post-Roman Multiplicity and New Political Identities, ed. Helmut 
Reimitz and Gerda Heydemann (Turnhout: Brepols, 2019). Both are still forthcoming at the time of 
writing. 
1093 Pohl and Gingrich, “Visions of Community,” 138. 
1094 Pohl and Gingrich, “Visions of Community,” 140. 
1095 Cf. Buchberger, Shifting Ethnic Identities, 22. 
1096 Brown, Rise of Western Christendom, 354.  



259 
  

First, that gentes could be transformed by conversion into eschatological communities 
with a significance not limited to this world. Second, that gentes could be turned by 
collective veneration of a patron saint and by appeals to apostolic authority into distinctive 
liturgical communities. And, finally, that gentes could be made by administrative 
reorganizations into episcopal or archiepiscopal communities. These approaches 
facilitated navigation of the tension between universality and particularity that was 
identified in the Introduction. Conversion narratives told the story of the conversion of a 
particular gens, but they were also part of a larger framework that saw human history as 
the history of the salvation of all gentes. Each gens might have its own special apostle, but 
this apostle was also a mediator through whom the gens stood in relation to the original 
apostles. Bishops and archbishops similarly derived their authority from their spiritual 
genealogies, which ultimately led back to Christ himself. To imagine a gens as a 
conversion community, an apostolic community or an (archi)episcopal community was 
thus to frame it as something distinct but also as something that was part of a larger 
whole. On each of these points, however, disagreement was possible regarding which 
peoples should be re-imagined as ecclesiastical communities, and of what kind. Even 
within the relatively narrow bounds of eighth-century Anglo-Saxon England, this study 
has therefore uncovered a range of perspectives on the place of gentes within the church. 
One reason for this is that it deliberately set out to look beyond Bede, joining a growing 
body of literature that reads Bede’s works alongside those of his contemporaries and so 
offers a fuller picture of intellectual life in early Anglo-Saxon England. This thesis has 
underscored that other ethnic maps, other narratives, and other visions were possible. 
One alternative vision was that hinted at in Chapter Three and explored more fully in 
Chapter Six, in which the Mercian gens was given far greater prominence than it was 
afforded in Bede’s vision. Another, discussed in Chapter Five, clung rather more tightly 
than Bede thought necessary to the convergence of the smaller gens and the bishopric. 
 
Further research may be able to reconstruct more of these and other alternative visions. 
For instance, in discussing early medieval conversion narratives, the subject of Chapter 
Two, Grønlie has called for attention to the “as yet untold stories” that lie latent in the 
complexity of historical events.”1097 Would Bede have been able, if he wished, to structure 
his narrative in such a way as to foreground the Saxons, Jutes, and Angles in his account of 
the conversion of the Anglo-Saxons? Or to present the conversions of the Deirans and the 

 
1097 Grønlie, “Conversion narrative and Christian Identity,” 126. 
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Bernicians as separate events, brought about at different moments and through the 
involvement of different missionary movements? It is not always possible to tell where 
Bede’s authorial decisions in his Ecclesiastical History simply reflect his pre-existing 
ethnic map of Britain, and where they were intended to actively re-shape perceptions. But 
further and more detailed studies of early Anglo-Saxon conversion narratives may be able 
to shed further light on these questions. Another area that deserves fuller exploration is 
the cult of saints. The examples of Gregory as apostle of the English and of Guthlac as 
personification of the Mercians indicate that the veneration of a patron saint could be an 
avenue for expressing belonging to a gens, and future work on other saints may yield new 
insights into still other ideas about gentes and the church. Finally, this thesis has not been 
able to address, except in passing, how these early Anglo-Saxon approaches compare to 
the way gentes were related to ecclesiastical communities in other early medieval contexts. 
One avenue of further research might be to undertake such comparative work. 
 
This thesis is situated within the discipline of history, but, as a study of the church and of 
theological ideas about the church, its findings are also relevant to the theological task of 
formulating a historically informed doctrine of the church. As Roger Haight stresses, 
ecclesiology must be historical, because the church is historical, one “human community” 
among other human communities.1098 For Haight, this does not negate the theological 
dimension of ecclesiology, but is meant to affirm that “God’s activity in forming the 
church occurred in history, so that to understand God’s action in forming the church one 
must attend to that history.”1099 This history includes, Haight argues, the social history of 
the church as well as the church’s theological self-understanding as it developed and 
changed over time.1100 This thesis, which has focused on a specific set of questions about 
the church’s self-understanding and organization in a specific historical context, can only 
offer a very a partial contribution to the work of constructing a “historical ecclesiology”. 
Nevertheless, such narrow but in-depth studies are the necessary foundations for any 
large-scale overviews and syntheses, as well as their necessary correctives. Haight’s own 
treatment of the early medieval church devotes about four pages to the period 600-1000, 
offered mostly as a prelude to the much more extensive discussion of the Gregorian 

 
1098 Roger Haight, Christian Community in History, Volume 1: Historical Ecclesiology (London: 
Bloomsbury, 2004), 36-7. 
1099 Haight, Historical Ecclesiology, 6. 
1100 Haight, Historical Ecclesiology, 35. 
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reforms of the eleventh century and the church of the high Middle Ages.1101 This thesis has 
shown that there is more to be said about early medieval ecclesiology. Haight also offers a 
narrative of the disintegration of the western Roman Empire into “social disorder, if not 
chaos” as a result of “invasions”, which many historians of this period would now 
reject.1102 This thesis has demonstrated that it is misleading to frame the emergence of 
“ethnic churches” (to borrow Congar’s phrase) in the early Middle Ages as merely a 
consequence of disintegration and decline. Rather, the way Anglo-Saxon authors 
represented gentes as ecclesiastical communities reflects their active engagement with the 
categories of thought of their cultural context and with elements of the Christian 
tradition, resulting in new ways of thinking about the church. This thesis has also 
demonstrated that it is misleading to treat Bede as the obvious representative voice for 
(early) Anglo-Saxon ecclesiological thought.1103 His views were sometimes shared and 
sometimes not. It is therefore hoped that those who see the history of the Anglo-Saxon 
church as, in some way, “their” history will take from this thesis an increased awareness of 
the many ways gentes could be envisioned as ecclesiastical communities in early Anglo-
Saxon England, and eschew overly simplistic narratives of the relationship between 
church and people in the early Middle Ages. 
 

 
1101 Haight, Historical Ecclesiology, 269-72 (early Middle Ages), 273-80 (Gregorian reforms), 280-5, 
290-337 (high Middle Ages). A recent overview of the history of ecclesiology by Frederick J. 
Cwiekowski, The Church: Theology in History (Collegeville: Liturgical Press, 2018) offers a 
lengthier discussion of the early Middle Ages, but concentrating almost exclusively on Carolingian 
Francia. 
1102 Haight, Historical Ecclesiology, 269-71. On the long-term continuity of land use in Anglo-Saxon 
England, indicating a high degree of societal stability in post-roman Britain, see Susan Oosthuizen, 
Tradition and Transformation in Anglo-Saxon England: Archaeology, Common Rights and 
Landscape (London, etc.: Bloomsbury, 2013) and The Anglo-Saxon Fenland (Oxford: Windgather 
Press, 2017). 
1103 To name just one example of this tendency: Bede is the only Anglo-Saxon author to be included 
in Yves Congar, Handbuch der Dogmengeschichte III, 3c: Die Lehre von der Kirche: Von 
Augustinus bis zum Abendländischen Schisma, trans. Hans Sayer (Fribourg, Basel, Vienna: Herder, 
1955, repr. 1971). 
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Appendix: Summary of contents 
 
This thesis addresses the question how peoples (Latin gentes) were envisioned as 
ecclesiastical communities in early Anglo-Saxon England, c. 700-800.  The Introduction 
provides historical background on early Anglo-Saxon England and early medieval 
Christianity, and situates this thesis within wider scholarly discussions about early 
medieval ethnicity and the early medieval church. Chapter One examines Anglo-Saxon 
perceptions of ethnicity, arguing that a gens was defined primarily as an extended kin-
group. Because of the flexible nature of this definition, a person could belong to multiple 
“nested” or overlapping gentes. The Anglo-Saxon gentes were understood to be 
separated from their continental cousins primarily by their territory and their faith. 
Chapter Two studied the Anglo-Saxon assumption that conversion was something that 
could be undergone by a gens collectively. It explores Anglo-Saxon perspectives on the 
role of the gens in conversion, and the importance of conversion for the continuing 
relevance of the gens as a category within the universal church. Complementing existing 
scholarship on the practical and political importance of ethnic or national collectives to the 
process of conversion in early medieval Europe, this chapter argues that Anglo-Saxon 
thinkers ascribed a theological significance to the conversion of peoples. It argues that 
conversion narratives imbued gentes with spiritual legitimacy and permanence, selectively 
reinforcing existing ethnic classifications. Chapter Three discusses Anglo-Saxon 
veneration of Pope Gregory I as the “apostle of the English”. It argues that to venerate 
Gregory in this way served to express and strengthen a sense of belonging to the English 
gens. Recognition of Gregory’s apostolic authority also had practical consequences, 
attaching particular weight to Gregory’s instructions for the English church, whether 
liturgical or organizational. This chapter suggests that both the idea of the Angli and 
Gregorian ideals for the Anglo-Saxon church were most enthusiastically championed in 
the dioceses of Canterbury and York. Chapter Four turns to Bede and his view of the 
desired relation of gentes to the episcopal organization of the Anglo-Saxon church. It 
argues Bede was deeply committed to the realization of Pope Gregory I’s scheme for the 
organization of the church in Britain: a northern and a southern province headed by two 
metropolitans each overseeing twelve bishops. Bede therefore advocated the 
establishment of a greater number of bishoprics, even when this disrupted the 
correspondence between (arch)bishoprics and gentes. Chapter Five studies the bishoprics 
of Hereford and Worcester, arguing that while the bishopric of Hereford was presented in 
eighth-century sources as one of several Mercian bishoprics, the bishopric of Worcester 
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was seen throughout the eighth century as serving the gens of the Hwicce. Finally, 
Chapter Six argues that the elevation of the see of Lichfield to metropolitan status, which 
was achieved by King Offa of Mercia at the end of the eighth century, was an attempt to 
give the Mercian gens institutional expression in the Anglo-Saxon church as an 
archbishopric, and so to afford it a more prominent place among the gentes of Anglo-
Saxon England than it was afforded in (Bede’s interpretation of) the Gregorian scheme. It 
is suggested that the short lifespan of this archbishopric was due not only to the changing 
political fortunes of the Mercian kingdom, but also to the growing popularity of the idea of 
the Angli. The Conclusion summarizes the arguments of the preceding six chapters, and 
highlights the diversity of early Anglo-Saxon approaches to the place of gentes in the 
church. 


