
WAS THE ANGLO-SAXON AN A R T I S T ? 1 

By PROF. G. BALDWIN BROWN. 

Observers of British national idiosyncrasies will have 
noted that many of our countrymen fall unconsciously 
into the pose of the ancient Romans, who affected to despise 
the practice of the fine arts, and deemed it more dignified 
to pay the foreigner, the ' hungry Greekling ' of Juvenal, 
to produce for them whatever in this line might be desired. 
These people ignore the possibility of any effective 
artistic operations on the part of the British born. With 
others of our fellow-citizens the same peculiarity shows 
itself in a different form. They do not despise the practice 
of the fine arts, but on the contrary glorify it, while at 
the same time they refuse to credit their countrymen, 
past or present, with any special ability in this department, 
or if they are driven to admit ability they confine it to the 
Celtic element in our population. It is with both parties 
almost an article of faith that anything conspicuously 
good in art that is found in Britain must in some way or 
another have come from abroad. If the masterpiece in 
question be a portable object it has been ferried across 
the sea, while if it be a fixed monument it is the work 
of some imported artist. This is especially the case in 
regard to the Anglo-Saxon region and period. 

The truth is that in the popular estimation the Anglo-
Saxon is credited with a racial character of a rather stolid 
and heavy order, and it is easy to believe that he would 
not make a good artist. Hence it is that those who, 
whether as a matter of secret self-satisfaction or of open 
regret, depreciate the national ability in art, have credited 
the foreigner at one time or another with all the good 
artistic work of Anglo-Saxon England. The noble early 
stone-carving of Northumbria, ascribed by many to the 
seventh century, is put down to supposed foreign workmen 
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brought over by the wealthy and energetic Wilfrid. Irish 
calligraphists have been assumed as the illuminators of 
the Gospels of Lindisfarne. The beautiful embossed silver 
work on the ' Ormside' bowl at York is attributed to 
Alexandria. In an earlier period the fine disc-shaped inlaid 
brooches so common in Kent have been suspected of a 
Frankish provenance ; at a later date the gold and enamel 
work of the ' Alfred ' jewel, and the exquisite needlework 
of the embroideries found in St. Cuthbert's coffin at 
Durham, are called by ' that blessed word' ' Byzantine.' 
It is the fact, however, that in the case of most of these 
masterpieces, together with the rest of the artistic products 
of which they are only the finest examples, there exists 
substantial evidence that they are not of outland origin, 
but are the productions of home-staying Anglo-Saxon 
craftsmen. 

If this evidence were absolutely convincing the present 
paper would have no meaning. The question of its title, 
' Was the Anglo-Saxon an artist ? ' would be answered 
as soon as it was asked, for the artistic merit of the works 
just cited admits of no doubt. Those who wrought them 
were certainly the equals of the average craftsmen of 
other flourishing epochs of the decorative and industrial 
arts, while in some cases design and execution, when 
measured by any standard we will, are of outstanding 
excellence. The Ruthwell and Bewcastle crosses, what-
ever their date, and origin, are for figure-work and ornament 
among the best productions of the stone-carver's art 
between the decline of classical sculpture and the Gothic 
movement of the twelfth century. The silver-chaser has 
seldom accomplished work more deft and free than that 
on the exterior of the Ormside bowl. The ornamentation 
on the pages of the Gospels of Lindisfarne is of a quality 
so exquisite that it surpasses everything of the kind in the 
world save only portions of the Book of Kells. The garnet-
cutting of the Kentish brooches is so even and precise that 
the modern lapidary, in spite of his diamond-dust and 
scientific appliances, can achieve nothing better, while 
the distribution of the jewels and pastes in their gold 
settings is tasteful and effective. The gold work of the 
Alfred jewel is excellent, though the technique of the 
cloisonne enamels is in some details imperfect. Experts 
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in embroidery describe the execution of the Durham 
stole and maniple as more delicate than that of any 
mediaeval orphrey work they have examined, and the 
figure-designs, though simple, are up to a good standard. 
The tenth-century manuscripts ascribed to the school 
of Winchester, such as the Benedictional of Aethelwold, 
are in their kind of the highest merit. These productions 
are, on the whole, above the average of the best things 
of the kind made at the time elsewhere in Europe, and are 
worthy to be selected for any choice collection of master-
pieces that might be formed by a committee of connoisseurs. 

The question, therefore, is not one of artistic excellence, 
for this is indisputable, but of origin. How far can it be 
proved that these products are the work of the Anglo-
Saxon craftsman, and not rather imported objects, or the 
outcome of the skilled operations of foreigners settled in 
the land ? It is the object of what follows to attempt to 
supply such proof as exists that we have to deal here in 
the main with a vernacular art and not an exotic. 

We may begin with the work of the tenth and 
eleventh centuries. 

In this later Anglo-Saxon period the country was 
evidently rich to a notable extent in works of ecclesiastical 
art. There is evidence of this in a remarkable passage in 
William of Poitiers, who was chaplain to William the 
Conqueror, »and wrote soon after the Conquest, in which 
he celebrates the splendid gifts that William offered from 
the spoils of England to the churches and monasteries of 
the duchy and of other parts of the continent. To the 
pope he presented gold and silver in incredible sums, and 
ornaments that would have appeared precious even at 
Byzantium, together with the famous banner of Harold, 
all of tissue of purest gold, bearing the image of a man 
in arms. A thousand churches of France, of Aquitaine, 
of Burgundy, of Auvergne, and of other lands would 
celebrate for ever the memory of William the king, for 
some received great crosses of gold adorned with precious 
stones, the most of them sums of gold or vessels of that 
metal, others vestments or other precious things. The 
best of all the gifts were the share of Normandy herself 
and William glorified her altars and those who ministered 
thereat with mantles of golden tissue and other splendid 
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objects. The sight of these innumerable treasures was 
a delight to the most experienced travellers who had often 
viewed the possessions of wealthy churches. A Greek 
(from Byzantium) or an Arab (from Spain) if they had 
the same opportunity of inspecting these glories would 
be transported with equal delight ! 

The same matter is presented from the English point 
of view in a passage in the Liber Eliensis of Thomas, a 
monk of Ely, of the twelfth century, in which are noticed 
the gifts bestowed on the abbey by the Anglo-Saxon 
archbishop Stigand, who was at one time its titular head. 
' Vessels great and small of silver and of gold did he offer 
for the service of the altar, and these have been filched 
away and have passed into the power of William the great 
king. And he had made there also a cross of large 
dimensions all covered with silver, with a life-sized image 
of our Saviour . . . and moreover he made an alb and 
singer's cope and a chasuble of inestimable value and of 
a workmanship so fine that in all the kingdom there was 
nothing reckoned more rich and precious. These things 
were afterwards seized by the aforesaid king, and have 
never yet been recovered.' 

Were these treasures of native fabrication, or were 
they imported in the first instance from the continent ? 
William of Poitiers evidently regards the artistic treasures 
he extols as indigenous products, but he also uses 
expressions that might be quoted in favour of a theory 
of importation. ' The women of England,' he writes, 
' are very skilful in work with the needle and in the matter 
of tissues of gold, while the men are distinguished in all 
the arts.' He goes on, however, to say ' it is for this 
reason that those of the Germans who are very skilful in 
these arts are accustomed to go and settle among the 
English. These have, moreover, merchants who travel 
oversea to distant lands and bring from them works 
cunningly wrought.' ' In England,' he notes in another 
place, ' great treasures had been collected, precious in 
material and workmanship, for the land was rich, and 
merchants found there an excellent market for their goods.' 

The influence of the art of the Rhineland and of 
Saxony on our own art of the pre-Conquest period is an 
established fact. Several of the characteristic forms of 
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later Anglo-Saxon architecture, such as the windows 
divided by a mid-wall shaft and the pilaster strips, were 
imported across the North Sea, and in the matter of 
numismatics Carolingian models form the basis of the 
Anglo-Saxon penny currency. It does not by any means 
follow that transmarine craftsmen settled in this country 
or merchant importers were in the main responsible for 
the various treasures of art with which this island was 
in the later Saxon period so well supplied. This can 
be tested in the case of one particular form of art, specially 
noticed in the passage from William of Poitiers, fine 
needlework. 

In the centuries immediately following the Norman 
Conquest, English embroidery was not only abundant, 
but was prized as of special excellence. From about 
the middle of the thirteenth century the term ' Opus 
Anglicanum ' was applied to it, and modern experts in 
textiles, after many futile attempts to agree in identifying 
some special qualities of technique as connoted by the 
name, have come to the conclusion that as a rule it referred 
only to the provenance of the work. If this be the case, 
the use of the term is all the more significant, for instead 
of merely calling attention to technical peculiarities it 
implies that the work, qua English work, was in high 
repute. According to Matthew Paris, pope Innocent IV 
in 1246 gave it an advertisement. Some English 
ecclesiastics had appeared at Rome in vestments adorned 
with embroidery in gold of such beauty that his holiness 
asked where they were made. ' In England,' was the 
reply, and on hearing this he exclaimed that England was 
his ' garden of delights,' and forthwith sent letters to all 
the Cistercian abbots of that country, ordering them 
to send him a supply of work of the kind to adorn the 
papal chasubles and copes. 

A century earlier another pope, Adrian IV, showed a 
practical appreciation of our native embroidery in which, 
as himself an Englishman, he would be specially interested. 
When Robert, abbot of St. Albans, brought him rich gifts 
of gold and silver and other precious things, together with 
three mitres and a pair of sandals made by a prioress of 
the English house of Markyate, he accepted but did not 
keep the presents save only the mitres and sandals, ' for 
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they were of admirable workmanship.' This is the middle 
of the twelfth century, nearly a hundred years after the 
close of the Saxon period, but it can be proved that at 
the time of the Conquest English textile work was already 
in possession of its high reputation. In n 13 there is 
a record of an embroideress who was famous above all 
the women of England for her skill in gold and in purple 
needlework. Matilda, queen of William the Conqueror, 
bequeaths a tunic worked at Winchester and a mantle 
embroidered with gold. In Domesday there are sig-
nificant entries, such as that about the Saxon lady 
who received a grant of doubtful legality on condition 
of teaching the art of gold embroidery to the daughter 
of the Norman sheriff, or about Levide the embroideress 
in gold to the king and queen. In the time of Edward 
the Confessor there are references to splendid products 
of the textile art, though we are not always told that they 
were of native provenance; but in the reign of Canute 
we hear of a lady settled near Ely who, with a staff of 
maidens, occupied herself in fine textile work and gold 
embroidery. About 995 an Anglo-Saxon lady mentions 
in her will a weaveress and sempstress, both of whom 
have native names, and this carries us back nearly to the 
time of Dunstan, who designed embroideries for a noble 
lady whom he visited while she was plying her needle 
with her workwomen about her. We come finally to 
the early part of the tenth century, when, as we are told 
by William of Malmesbury, Edward the Elder brought 
up his daughters to work with the distaff and the needle, 
and this gives significance to the fact that the stole and 
maniple at Durham, found in the coffin of St. Cuthbert, 
were executed at the order of the queen of Edward 
the Elder, the mother of six of the aforesaid royal 
damsels. 

These facts raise a strong presumption of a native 
origin for these famous embroideries, and this presump-
tion becomes an absolute certainty when we note that 
the inscription embroidered on them, that fixes their 
date and indicates their provenance, is written with the 
use of the Anglo-Saxon ' th ' (z)) that no continental 
craftsman would employ. See plate 1, no. 1. The x) is 
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in the word ' Frithestano,' the name of the Winchester 
bishop to whom the stole was presented about the 
year 910. 

If the Durham stole and maniple be accepted as of 
native workmanship and design, they carry with them 
at any rate a good proportion of the artistic products 
with which, as we have seen, the England of the later 
Anglo-Saxon period was so well endowed. If work of 
such superlative excellence could be achieved in one 
department there seems no reason to doubt the capacity 
of the native craftsman to execute fine metal-work, carvings 
in bone and ivory, paintings on parchment, and other 
artistic objects, of a quality equal to anything produced 
at the time abroad. The native origin of the manuscript 
illumination of the tenth and eleventh centuries may be taken 
for granted. The writing and embellishment of sacred 
books was part of the routine work of every well-appointed 
mediaeval monastery, and the inmates carried on the 
work for the sake of their own souls as well as for the pro-
duction of beautiful works of art. In the case of the 
craft of the goldsmith we have the same sort of evidence 
as in that of embroidery to the effect that, as Anglo-Saxon 
or English work, it was highly esteemed on the continent. It 
so happens that there are four more or less datable examples 
of fine gold work of the ninth century, inscribed with the 
names of English royal and ecclesiastical personages, that 
must have originated in Anglo-Saxondom, though it is 
conceivable that they were the work of naturalised 
foreigners. One is the above-named Alfred jewel, which 
may date a generation earlier than the embroideries of 
St. Cuthbert. There is no reason, in view of these 
embroideries of about 910, to doubt the capability of a 
native gold-worker of a generation earlier to achieve the 
metal setting, and for the cloisonne enamel it is by no 
means necessary to look across the Channel. There is 
Anglo-Saxon enamel work of the pagan period in both 
the cloisonne and the champleve techniques, so that the 
process cannot be regarded as an outland one. Inex-
perience is, however, betrayed in the making and soldering 
into place of the cloisons, and this is exactly what might 
be expected in an attempt at a somewhat ambitious style 
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of work on the part of a ninth-century Anglo-Saxon 
goldsmith. The jewel, now in the Ashmolean, is shown 
in plate 1, no. 3. 

At the same time there are statements in Asser's Life 
of Alfred implying that the latter encouraged foreign 
craftsmen to come and work in his country. A second 
piece of gold work is, however, connected with Alfred's 
father Aethelwulf (839-858), who was so far from bringing 
continental gold - workers across the Channel that· he 
exported to Rome a great treasure in English gold and 
golden works of art. The ring of Aethelwulf (plate 1* 
no. 2) in the British Museum is ornamented with niello, 
which is a familiar technique all through the Anglo-Saxon 
period, and there is no need to doubt the Anglo-Saxon 
provenance of the piece. 

In the case of the third example, the ring of Ethels-
with, queen of Mercia (855-889) (plate 1, no. 5), we have 
the same piece of direct evidence as in that of the Durham 
embroideries—the use in the inscription of the characteristic 
Anglo-Saxon sign for ' th,' and this is certainly Anglo-
Saxon work. The Victoria and Albert Museum enshrines 
the ring of Alhstan, bishop of Sherborne (824-867), and 
here again there is no reason to question the native origin, 
for the name inscribed on the round discs of the ring 
(plate 1, no. 4) ends with a runic ' n ' . 

If we transfer our attention now from the later Anglo-
Saxon period to that which immediately succeeded the 
Teutonic settlement of the land, we find ourselves again 
in presence of artistic productions on a considerable scale, 
about which there is naturally a presumption of native 
origin, though competent archaeologists have preferred 
the hypothesis of foreign importation. 

The Anglo-Saxon decorative and industrial art of the 
pagan period, represented mainly by finds in Teutonic 
cemeteries, is only one phase of Teutonic art in general, 
that is widely diffused over Europe. Each country which 
was permanently or for a time settled by one of the 
Teutonic tribes has furnished arms, implements, personal 
ornaments, and other portable objects, which bear a 
strong family likeness to similar objects found in other 
Teutonised districts, but at the same time possess in 
each case a certain individuality of their own. The 
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prevailing opinion is that each district fabricated these 
things for itself, following the generic pattern, but 
stamping on its own products a certain independent 
character. That all districts were supplied from one or 
two prolific centres of manufacture, in Italy, Byzantium, 
or the Rhineland, is a theory held now only by a 
few, though it can hardly be said to be wholly extinct. 
The specific differences between the products of one 
district and those of another really preclude any theory 
of the kind. 

Specific differences of this order mark off our Anglo-
Saxon tomb-furniture from that of the Franks, the 
Alamanni, or the Lombards, and make it impossible to 
believe that it was of outland origin. It is true, of course, 
that in almost every district imported objects are found, 
and these show that the artistic independence of each 
district was by no means absolute, but such objects are, 
as a rule, exceptional and easily to be distinguished. In 
our own country they are perhaps more numerous in 
proportion to the tomb-furniture as a whole than is the 
case in the Teutonic districts of the continent, but the 
proportion is still a very small one, and to set against this 
on the other side we have perhaps a larger number of 
specialities than other districts can show. There may be 
singled out as illustrations the particular kind of brooch 
called the' saucer-fibula' of which a characteristic specimen 
is shown (plate π, no. 3), ' sleeve-clasps,' and the curious 
objects known as 'girdle-hangers.' Four examples of 
sleeve-clasps of different degrees of elaboration are given 
in plate 1, nos. 6 to 8, and plate 11, no. 2, while plate 11, 
no. 1 , represents the girdle-hangers. The two former 
classes of objects are almost exclusively Anglo-Saxon, while 
the third is very sparingly represented outside our own 
borders. The distribution in our own country confirms 
the impression that we have to deal in these cases with 
local products. The sleeve-clasps and the girdle-hangers 
are confined to certain regions of England, and are by no 
means found everywhere. This shows that they were not 
only made on this side of the Channel but at certain 
centres alone, within a limited radius from which they are 
in evidence. The girdle-hanger, for example, is almost 
exclusively Anglian in its provenance; while the sleeve-
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clasp appears to radiate from Cambridgeshire. Such 
phenomena would be practically impossible if these objects 
had been made abroad and brought to this country by 
merchants from overseas. Had this been the case they 
would be found distributed through the country in a more 
general or at any rate more irregular fashion. 

The theory of native fabrication for this tomb-furniture 
does not directly affect the question, Was the Anglo-Saxon 
an artist ? for the products referred to are not necessarily 
works of art. Some of them are industrial products, 
others are things essentially of practical service such as 
arms, but the majority are in their forms and their details 
objects of show as well as of use. It is only with objects 
of the latter kind that we have to deal. Now Anglo-
Saxon, or more generally Teutonic, products of the pagan 
period of the migrations may fail to satisfy the aesthetic 
critic of to-day in certain qualities of design. In some 
important respects they are inferior to Late-Celtic products. 
The Celtic artist is superior in his feeling for line, and 
in his use of the contrast between plain and enriched 
passages on an ornamental surface. A feeling for line 
is a very high aesthetic quality, and the contriver of those 
splendid flamboyant curves that sweep through Late-
Celtic designs possessed the quality in ample measure. 
There is a reserve, moreover, in his schemes of enrichment, 
and he will employ plain spaces to rest the eye and to 
add, by their contrast, richness to those parts where the 
detail is complex and varied. When we examine work of 
this order, such as that on the fibula from Aesica at New-
castle (plate II, no. 5), or the Thames shield, and compare 
it, let us say, with the Anglo-Saxon designer's conventional 
beast ornament, we see at once that the latter is not really 
artistic expression in line and form, but at best only the 
enrichment of a surface by a sort of uncertain dappling. 
As a rule in Anglo-Saxon decoration the effect is at best 
an ' all over' effect, of a type common everywhere in 
barbaric design, where there is no room for the vacant 
space. If we grant this limitation, however, we can find 
considerable merit in the enriched surfaces of the inlaid 
jewels of the Kentish type. These are clear and crisp 
in their working; striking is the contrast of the bright 
gold and the deep crimson of the garnet, relieved with 
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flashing gleams from the polished foil below; the touches 
of blue and green are tactfully introduced on the field 
of gold and red. There is often a boldness combined 
with sobriety in the treatment of the long fibulae in cast 
bronze, and some of the bronze bowls, such as the fine 
example at Wilton house (plate III, no. 2), have a simple 
dignity that is quite Roman. In the case of both of these 
there is evidence that the specimens are of local fabrication. 
The long fibula' of cast bronze occurs, of course, on the 
continent, notably in Scandinavia, but there are certain 
details about English specimens that do not appear in those 
found abroad and that vindicate them as native products. 
Many of the bronze bowls found in this country possess 
attachments on which are Late-Celtic ornamental designs 
in enamel, and these, while common here, are practically 
unknown in the migration period on the continent, so 
that they vindicate to us the bronze bowl as another 
instance of the vernacular. Many single specimens in 
other kinds of work, such as the silver penannular brooch 
from Sarre in the national collection, that has distinctly 
English peculiarities, may be viewed with favour even 
by a fastidious modern critic. This piece, a very notable 
production, is represented on plate 11, no. 4. When all is 
said, however, it must be admitted that while the design 
of the pagan Anglo-Saxon craftsman maintains a fair 
artistic standard it can claim no superlative degree of 
merit. 

The strongest side of his work is its technique. This 
may be surprising to those who cannot dissociate from the 
gentile name some idea of the uncouth. It is known 
to all that there is a noble early Anglo-Saxon heroic 
literature, and the artist of the pagan period might easily 
be credited with a style of design in which vigour and 
thought were wedded to a certain rudeness in execution. 
As a matter of fact, in the tomb-furniture the design is as 
a rule inexpressive, but the technical finish is beyond 
cavil. A workmanlike handling of the various processes 
of casting, chasing, soldering, gem-cutting, and the rest 
is almost everywhere in evidence, and minute finish, in 
which there is at the same time nothing meticulous, proves 
that eyes were precise and fingers delicate. In fact, the 
fine technical qualities apparent in the later Durham 
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embroideries are fully apparent in the earlier pagan 
period. 

The aesthetic critic of to-day may object to this that 
technique is not art, and on this a word must be said. 
The objection could never have been formulated save in 
the modern era when design has been divorced from 
craftsmanship. ' Design ' is now supposed to be artistic, 
execution mechanical. The artist draws the scheme, 
the workman, reduced to a human machine, ' carries it 
out.' In the mediaeval workshop this distinction would 
not have been understood. Execution was never merely 
mechanical, but possessed characteristics that rendered 
' design,' in our sense, unnecessary for the production of 
an artistic result. Such a result inevitably followed when 
materials were manipulated with precision and in accor-
dance with the natural genius of each. While the modern 
craftsman delights to exercise his skill in forcing a material 
into forms alien to its natural genius, the ancient one 
humoured it and followed its lead, so that the treatment 
secured from it the most efficient service it could perform. 
Hence any surface manipulated in this fashion, be it plain 
or diversified, is pleasing to the eye through the quality 
of texture which the hand has imparted to it. Where 
diversity obtains, the forms and mutual relations of the 
parts are arranged with the tact that seldom fails the 
unsophisticated worker, who inherits from his artistic 
progenitors the sound traditions of- craftsmanship. What 
has been called the ' unerring mediaeval instinct of style ' 
has presided over distribution and grouping, and gives 
to the work that unmistakable look of rightness which 
in modern productions is so very often sadly to seek. It 
is said of the knitters in the Shetland wool industry, which, 
though carried on . in our own day, is traditional, that 
they will begin to make an elaborate shawl without any 
preconceived scheme of design—the pattern evolves 
itself as the work goes on and always manages to fashion 
itself aright. 

Thus it was in the mediaeval workshop, into the 
atmosphere of which we are transported when we turn 
over the pages of the Schedula Diversarum Artium of 
Theophilus. Theophilus is the most refreshingly artistic 
of all writers on art, and his treatise should be the decorator's 
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bible. From end to end of it there is not a word about 
' design ' in the old Science and Art Department sense, 
and indeed art as representative has for him very little 
interest. At the close of an elaborate lesson on technique 
he will dismiss the learner with an easy-going ' make what 
you like with it.' The ' subject,' the ' thing shown,' 
is to him nothing ; the process, that is the proper manipu-
lation of the materials, is all in all. The main idea of the 
schedula is the fashioning of objects of use so that they 
become in the very act of their fabrication objects of 
beauty. Such objects brought together as the apparatus 
of worship in the sanctuary will make the building shine, 
he says, like the Garden of Heaven where the blessed 
have their home. The beautiful things in the church 
he regards as flowers—just fair appearances, lovely in 
shape and in hue, and for him they turn the abbey church 
into a sort of microcosm, a tiny human copy of the vast 
microcosm of the universe in which the Divine Artist has 
made everything beautiful in its season. 

From the mediaeval point of view accordingly, 
technique, the precise and cunning handling of material, 
is by no means mechanical, but is the creation of beauty 
through the relation of parts, the distribution of colours, 
and the diversities of surface we call texture. In this 
sense the fine technique of the early Anglo-Saxon bronze-
chaser or goldsmith is an artistic quality, and its presence 
in our native work helps to answer in the affirmative the 
question of this paper. 

It is not pretended here that ' design ' in the ordinary 
sense is an unimportant artistic quality. Its importance 
in Anglo-Saxon work of other kinds must be fully recog-
nised, but for the moment, in the particular class of works 
now under review, it is not so much in evidence as the 
pleasing effect secured by technical treatment of a surface. 

As an illustration there may be taken the well-known 
Kentish inlaid jewels. There may be nothing very 
remarkable about them from the point of view of design, 
but they are abundantly endowed with the aesthetic 
quality to which attention has just been called. They 
are universally admired as the most artistic objects found 
in the pagan Anglo-Saxon cemeteries, and are indeed 
considered by not a few to be so good that no Anglo-Saxon 
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can have made them. It is true, of course, that the inlaid 
jewel of gold occurs freely elsewhere in the Teutonic 
areas of the continent, and in the nature of things the 
specimens found in this country might have been brought 
in by merchants from overseas. When our specimens, 
however, are examined, they are seen to possess certain 
insular peculiarities which make such a hypothesis quite 
untenable. The differences between Kentish inlaid 
jewels and similar objects found across the Channel are 
pretty clearly marked, and the leading French authorities 
on the subject, such as the Baron de Baye, M. Boulanger, 
and M. Jules Pilloy, are in agreement that our specimens 
are of native make and not imported. Points of difference 
are (1) that with us the settings are very often arranged 
in threes, while on the continent arrangement in threes 
is comparatively rare and that in fours greatly pre-
ponderates ; (2) that the step-pattern in the outline of 
the golden cloisons is with us almost universal, while in 
France it is uncommon ; (3) that our inlaid surfaces are 
flatter in treatment than those of Merovingian Gaul, 
and the form of our brooches is uniformly round, whereas 
a quatrefoil shape often makes its appearance on the 
continent. The most striking differentia, however, is 
to be found in the almost universal employment in the 
insular examples of a special substance that is hardly ever 
used by the Merovingian artist, or at any rate in the way 
common among ourselves. 

Almost every example of the Kentish inlaid disc 
fibulae in our museums will be found to contain rounded 
buttons of a white material, in the centre of the top of 
which is set, generally ' en cabochon,' a garnet. Of the 
nature of the white material nothing very satisfactory 
can be said. Ivory appears sometimes to have been used, 
but when ivory was not available various other substances 
seem to have been employed as substitutes. Whatever 
it be, however, it marks the difference between British-
made jewels and continental, for while with us it seems 
indispensable, hardly an example is to be found abroad. For 
instance, the Musee Cinquantenaire at Brussels contains 
about fifty inlaid disc fibulae from Frankish graves, but 
there is no single example among them of this white 
substance used as a mount for garnets, and French 
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archaeologists take no account of it as a feature in Mero-
vingian jewellery. This really amounts to something 
like positive proof that the Kentish inlaid jewellery is 
not imported but of native origin, and it is of especial 
value to have the proof in this case, for Kentish inlaid 
jewellery, as a finely-wrought and sumptuous product, 
has been singled out as the kind of thing the Anglo-Saxons 
cannot possibly have made for themselves. This view 
was expressed long ago by John Yonge Akerman, who 
thought that the more costly articles of personal adorn-
ment among the Anglo-Saxons were generally imported. 
The same suggestion makes itself heard from time to 
time in our own day, so that it is well to emphasise the 
fact that archaeological evidence is convincingly in favour 
of local origin. The fact is that the only possible ground 
for doubting this local origin is the intrinsic excellence 
of the products. It is against this assumption, that the 
good pieces of work in the Anglo-Saxon period must 
necessarily have been imported, that the present paper 
has been written. Historical and antiquarian evidence 
are opposed to the assumption in question, and afford ample 
justification for assigning to the Anglo-Saxon craftsman 
of the pagan period a fairly high artistic rank. In the 
style of work favoured at the time he was no whit inferior 
to the contemporary workmen of the Rhineland or of 
Gaul. 

Following closely on the pagan period, and indeed 
overlapping it, we have a particularly interesting phase 
of Anglo-Saxon art in the department of coinage. The 
early Anglo-Saxon coins, called sceattas, dating from the 
last part of the sixth century to the latter half of the 
eighth, present the native artist in a new and very interesting 
light. He is here far excellence the designer, giving rein 
to his fancy in copious and varied devices, often of a most 
quaint and spirited kind. Of the series Mr. Keary 
remarked that the sceattas were ' rich, as few coinages of 
the world are rich, in the variety of designs by which they 
are adorned,' and truly remarkable is the alertness of the 
designer's wit and his readiness to take advantage of any 
hint out of which a new device can be evolved. The 
pieces are on a minute scale, not three-quarters the size 
of a threepenny-piece, and the work upon them is very 
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slight and sketchy, though full of suggestion. A series 
of characteristic specimens is shown, on a considerably 
enlarged scale, in plate iv, nos. ι to 19. In their variety 
and boldness, and their happy combination of foliage 
and animal motives, they contrast with the later Anglo-
Saxon coins of the penny series beginning with Offa of 
Mercia at the close of the eighth century. These are as 
a rule less interesting than the sceattas from the point of 
view of design, but are larger and more finished in 
execution. Offa's coins, however, are excellent in both 
these aspects, and have been pronounced ' artistically 
superior to any series of coins struck in this country 
before the reign of Henry VII . ' 

So admirable indeed are those Mercian pieces that 
Akerman takes it as self-evident that they were ' executed 
by foreign artists,' but as a fact we have only to look through 
the list of Offa's moneyers to satisfy ourselves that the 
names are nearly all Anglo-Saxon. The same is true of 
the Anglo-Saxon pennies throughout—their native origin 
is proved by the fact that with comparatively few excep-
tions the moneyers' names are English. The sceattas, on 
the other hand, are mostly uninscribed, and at any rate 
furnish us with no names of moneyers. How then, it 
may be asked, can we be sure that they are of native origin ? 
The appearance in some of them of the names of English 
kings, and of London as a place of mintage, taken with 
the fact of their wide diffusion over the southern and 
central parts of England, is enough to vindicate them 
as British, while an answer is ready for any who suggest 
that foreign artificers may have been imported for their 
fabrication. Such artificers could only have come from 
the Frankish dominions across the Channel. Now the 
Frankish coins of the same period, the so-called ' trientes,' 
are almost completely devoid of those artistic qualities 
of design that distinguish the sceattas. There is hardly 
a piece among them that exhibits the originality and 
spirit of sceat design. They are well executed, but tame 
and monotonous in their devices, so that the idea of the 
Frankish moneyer as responsible for the sceattas is quite 
impossible. 

The most important artistic works of the Anglo-
Saxon period are of Northumbrian origin and are 
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commonly ascribed to the last quarter of the seventh 
century. They are the illuminated manuscript known 
as the ' Gospels of Lindisfarne ' or the ' Durham book,' 
and the Ruthwell and Bewcastle crosses, while there are 
some good reasons for adding to these the Ormside bowl 
at York. 

The manuscript is the finest example in existence, 
save one, of the Irish style in calligraphy, and is surpassed 
by the Book of Kells alone. The style of writing and of 
ornamentation is characteristically Celtic, though there 
is one peculiarity, the abundant use in the enrichment 
of the bird motive, that is rather Anglo-Saxon than Irish. 
There exists, however, at the end of it a note by a scribe 
of the tenth century to the effect that it was written by 
Eadfrith, the Anglo-Saxon bishop of Lindisfarne, who 
is known to have filled the see from 698 to 721. The 
bona fides of the writer of the note, and together with 
this the accuracy of the information he furnishes, has 
recently been questioned by Mr. R. A. S. Macalister in 
a paper on ' The Colophon in the Lindisfarne Gospels.'1 

The writer of the note or colophon was one Aldred, 
a priest, who is very possibly to be identified with 
an ecclesiastic of the same name who was consecrated 
to the Lindisfarne bishopric, then located at Chester-
le-Street, about the middle of the tenth century. 
The note reads well and conveys a very favourable 
impression of the writer, who had added. .to the 
Latin text of the Gospels an interlineary Anglo-Saxon 
gloss. Mr. Macalister weakens his case against the note 
by fiercely attacking Aldred as ' this unworthy and 
wretched person,' and his only real ground for questioning 
it is that it gives what is to him an unacceptable chronology 
for the manuscript. He considers the note, indeed, a 
blatant falsehood, and suggests as the probable history of 
the gospel book that it was written in some Irish monastery 
about A.D. 830, and that at some time between 840 and 890 
it came into the possession of the community at Lindis-
farne, possibly through capture in some battle, while 
about 930 Aldred glossed it and wrote the lying colophon. 
The critic, however, takes no note of the fact that liturgical 
scholars, from the internal evidence of the manuscript, 

' I n the volume Essays and Studies presented to William Ridgeway, Cambridge, 1913. 
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have shown reason for believing the text to have been 
copied from a Neapolitan original. Now Adrian, the 
companion of the Greek archbishop Theodore of Canter-
bury, in the middle of the last half of the seventh century, 
had been abbot of a monastery in the island of Nisita near 
Naples, and it is quite likely that he brought with him 
manuscripts of the gospels from his home. Theodore 
and Adrian, as we know from Bede, visited Lindisfarne, 
and in this way a manuscript following the Neapolitan 
use may have found its way into the island library. The 
theory of the Lindisfarne origin of the Gospels is hereby 
greatly strengthened, and with it the credibility of the 
note. The probability that Aldred's colophon embodies 
a genuine tradition is on the whole far greater than any 
which can be accorded to the counter hypothesis of a 
forgery. 

The most important item of information in the note 
is contained in the words' Eadfrith bishop of the church 
of Lindisfarne he wrote this book,' the word ' wrote' 
being the normal past tense of the familiar verb ' writan ' 
( = t o write). Now a quite plausible comment on this 
would be that Eadfrith may have indited the actual text, 
but that its artistic embellishment is another matter, and 
was probably the work of other hands. To this the answer 
is easy. No one can turn over the pages of the manuscript 
without assuring himself that text and ornament inter-
penetrate so intimately that they must necessarily be the 
work of the same hand or hands. In later mediaeval 
manuscripts of another class there was sometimes a division 
of labour, and a worker might indite a page of text and 
hand it on to an ornamentalist to put in the enriched 
capitals and borders. Nothing of this kind is possible 
in the early manuscripts of the Celtic school. Writer 
and ornamentalist were one, and, indeed, in Irish literature 
the one word' scribe ' is used as the title of the executant, 
whether he indites or ornaments, and this also is no 
doubt the case here. 

Whether this single executant was Eadfrith himself 
or some one employed by him is another question that 
might be raised. It would be rash to say that a word 
like' fecit ' ( = made) implies always in mediaeval literature 
the personal agency of the person named, but other 
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distinctive forms of expression were certainly in use when 
the person named only ordered and paid for the work. 
Queen ^Elflced ' fieri precepit' in the case of the Durham 
stole and maniple, and Alfred does not claim to have made 
his jewel, but only ordered it to be made. In the case 
before us there is certainly strong internal evidence that 
when the scribe of the tenth century, Aldred, used the 
word ' wrote' he meant that Eadfrith was the actual 
executant. He goes on to say that Aethelwold, the next 
bishop, bound the book, and adds the important words 
' as he well could,' clearly implying that he put his own 
episcopal hands to the task. This undoubtedly reflects 
back a presumption of personal knowledge and skill in 
craftsmanship on his predecessor. Furthermore, Aldred 
repeats at the end of the colophon the names of those who, 
as he says, ' fabricated and adorned ' the book, Eadfrith, 
Aethelwold, Bilfrith the anchorite who made a jewelled 
cover for it, and he himself who addeld an interlinear 
Anglo-Saxon gloss. No other name is even hinted at. 

If this evidence, which is undoubtedly strong, be 
credited, then in this Anglo-Saxon bishop we have an 
artist who in ' design' and execution is fully equal to 
the most accomplished masters in manuscript illumination 
of whom there is record. It is true that the style of the 
work is not so much Anglo-Saxon as Celtic, but it is a 
style that had been taught and practised at Lindisfarne 
for more than half a century, and may be regarded in that 
district, at any rate, as vernacular. Be this however as 
it may, even if the authorship of Eadfrith be doubted 
the fact remains that the work was almost certainly 
executed at the time and place already indicated, and 
is a convincing proof that great works of art were possible 
in the Northumbria of the latter part of the seventh 
century. 

This fact is of significance in connexion with the 
disputed question of the date and authorship of the 
Ruthwell and Bewcastle crosses. 

Into the whole subject of these famous and somewhat 
enigmatical monuments it is, of course, impossible to 
enter. Professor Lethaby's recent paper on the subject 
* Is Ruthwell Cross an Anglo-Celtic work ? ' 1 will be fresh 

1 Arcbaeol. Journ. vol. lxx. 
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in the memory of many members of the Institute. That 
it is Anglo-Celtic in style, that is in an Anglian style with 
certain elements introduced that are familiar in Irish 
crosses and manuscripts is unquestionable. Furthermore, 
the two crosses, which must always be considered together, 
are both of local stone, and each must have been worked 
on the spot, while characteristic features of them are 
found also on numerous carved stones of the Anglian 
district of ancient Northumbria, so that a local Anglian 
style has been thereby formed. The dialect of the poetic 
inscription on the Ruthwell cross is old Northumbrian. 
The runic characters used in many of the inscriptions are 
Anglo-Saxon, or speaking more strictly, Anglo-Frisian, 
and certain features of the sculpture, notably the 
prominence given to the bird form, are Anglo-Saxon. 
Irish elements are the interlacing panels and the chequers 
on the Bewcastle cross and the forms of the letters in 
the Latin inscriptions on that at Ruthwell. 

The principal part of the ornamentation, however, 
the figure-sculpture, cannot properly be called Anglian. 
The style is obviously an imported one. It is clearly 
formed on classical models, and not on Roman but rather 
late Greek or Hellenistic models, the spirit of which has 
been remarkably well assimilated by the carvers. Who 
these carvers were is a problem more difficult to solve 
than even the vexed question of the date of the work. 
Historical and philological arguments are so strongly in 
favour of a date in the last third of the seventh century 
that this may be accepted with much confidence, and a 
recent close investigation of the works appears to confirm 
it. What we are concerned with here is not so much 
date as provenance. By whom were the crosses executed ? 
The work must have been done locally. Was it carried 
out by local craftsmen, or at any rate craftsmen belonging 
to the district or kingdom in which the monuments are 
situated, or were the designers and carvers foreign, and 
if so were they imported from the Hellenic east, from 
Italy, or from Gaul ? 

It should be explained that it has been necessary during 
the last few months to subject the Ruthwell cross to 
a renewed examination, preparatory to a report on it 
by the Royal Commission on Ancient Monuments for 
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Scotland. The poetic inscription has been examined by 
a competent philologist with the result of establishing 
its early Northumbrian character and demonstrating the 
impossibility of a date for it in the twelfth century, to 
which Professor Albert Cook of Yale desires to relegate 
it. An examination of the runic and the Latin inscrip-
tions on the cross shows that these interpenetrate to such 
an extent that on the margins of one panel there are Latin 
words inscribed in runic characters. The two sets of 
inscriptions are cut in exactly the same technique, as if 
they were the work of the same hands, while the Latin 
inscriptions are not in the orthodox Roman characters, 
but are in great part in the fanciful lettering, partly 
capitals and partly minuscules, used in the Hiberno-
Saxon manuscripts such as the Book of Kells and the 
Gospels of Lindisfarne. In the sculpture, while there 
is much that is almost purely classical, there are some most 
anomalous passages, where a bold and original motive 
is carried out in a crude and even clumsy fashion, that 
seems to betoken the amateur. A marked feature of this 
figure-sculpture is the prominence given to the bird form, 
which at times seems to take precedence of the human. 
Lastly, the material, both at Ruthwell and at Bewcastle, 
is a hard and intractable sandstone, very different from 
the marbles and limestones of Mediterranean lands. The 
foliage is certainly founded on the vine motive, but the 
plant, of course highly conventionalised, is treated in a 
manner that would seem impossible to any artist familiar 
with the vine in its native condition. 

These appearances are of no small significance in 
view of the theory that the executants of the carvings 
were foreign sculptors from Italy or the Hellenistic east 
or from Gaul. If craftsmen of these chools had been 
available it may easily be surmised that the work required 
would have been handed over to them in toto and that 
they would have added any inscriptions necessary in the 
Latin language and character with which they were 
familiar. It is a very forced hypothesis that two sets of 
workmen, native and foreign, were employed in conjunc-
tion. That is not the way in which mediaeval work was 
carried out. The notion is a modern one, not in accordance 
with the spirit of directness and simplicity that ruled in 
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the unsophisticated mediaeval days. To us in the present 
day a runic inscription is a far more interesting thing 
than one in Latin, but when these crosses were wrought, 
whether in the seventh century or in the tenth, Latin 
possessed a distinction to which the vernacular could 
lay no claim. Runic writing was all very well when it 
came naturally, as it would to an Anglian born and bred, 
but the use of it would not have been forced upon a work 
that was in the hands of classically-trained imported 
artists. 

The fact is that the more these extraordinary works 
are examined in detail, the harder it seems to envisage 
a scheme of joint authorship. As a general theory it is 
attractive, and seems to settle some of the outstanding 
difficulties under which the critic of these monuments 
has always laboured, but the details of the scheme cannot 
be worked out without doing violence to the reasonable 
likelihood of the situation. The counter hypothesis of 
purely Anglian authorship it seems at first sight impossible 
to accept, for it would imply a capacity for figure-sculpture 
of a very high degree of merit, almost incredible in a 
Northumbrian of the seventh or of any Anglo-Saxon 
century. Such work would be more surprising still than 
that of the Anglo-Saxon bishop in the Gospels of Lindis-
farne, yet on the other hand, admitting all this, how are 
we to explain the definite statement of the long runic 
inscription at Bewcastle to the effect that the monument 
had been set up by three personages whose thoroughly 
Anglian names are to be read at this day, cut with fair 
clearness upon the stone ? This Bewcastle inscription of 
nine lines, the six uppermost of which are almost completely 
legible, furnishes a very strong evidence indeed of the 
Anglian origin of the cross as well as of a date for it in the 
seventh century, and must be set against the a -priori 
unlikelihood that an Anglian sculptor could accomplish 
carved work of the kind. 

It is a somewhat remarkable fact that a similar situation 
is disclosed when we examine critically the interesting 
piece of fine metal work that has been brought into 
connection with the Northumbrian stones—the Ormside 
bowl at York, of which a photograph is reproduced in 
plate III, no. 1. We have here a rather elaborate scheme, 



WAS THE ANGLO-SAXON AN ARTIST ? x 77 

consisting of several parts that all hang together, so that 
the piece must necessarily have been planned as a whole. 
The general scheme is not classical, nor later mediaeval, 
but Teutonic of the migration period, while some of the 
parts are in design and execution like Anglo-Saxon or 
Frankish work of the seventh century. Another part, 
on the other hand, and by far the most important part, 
is repousse work in silver that is just as beautiful, and 
just as Hellenistic in the character of the design, as the 
best of the sculpture on the Ruthwell cross. Neither 
the motives nor the execution of this part has any obvious 
Anglo-Saxon character, but it was acutely observed by 
Mr. Collingwood that there is a distinct feeling for inter-
lacing in the design of the foliage and the animals that 
is not classical, but rather Teutonic of the seventh century. 
It was Mr. Collingwood's theory that the bowl was designed 
by an Anglian artist who employed a classically-trained 
foreign craftsman, possibly a, Greek countryman of 
archbishop Theodore, to execute under his general 
direction a substantial portion of the work. This means 
that the Anglian artist was the director and inspirer of 
the whole piece and vindicates for him initiative and 
creative capacity as well as aesthetic judgment of a high 
order. It is one thing to imagine a well-to-do but 
sluggish Anglo-Saxon paying a foreign artist to turn out for 
him a piece of artistic work which in scheme and technique 
would be from first to last entirely exotic, and quite 
another thing to envisage the Angle as alert and tasteful, 
scheming out a design by the aid of his own artistic fancy, 
but availing himself of expert aid in the execution. 

Several points have been touched in this paper on 
which contradictory opinions may conscientiously be 
held ; and there have been some questions raised on which, 
in our present state of knowledge, a definite judgment 
can hardly yet be formed. There remains, however, a 
sufficient body of evidence, the validity of which cannot 
reasonably be doubted, that goes to establish the general 
contention of the paper that the Anglo-Saxon possessed 
an artistic capacity quite on a level with that of his 
continental contemporaries, and that there is no real 
foundation for the popular prejudice which regards him 
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as a rather clumsy, boorish creature, who had to subsidise 
the needy foreigner to do his artistic work for him. It 
may be conceded, and the concession is really an un-
reasonably large one, that all doubtful cases are to be 
given against the Anglo-Saxon and in favour of the foreigner. 
There still remain, as unquestionably indigenous, the 
coins, that cover almost the whole Anglo-Saxon period, 
the tomb-furniture, including the Kentish inlaid jewels 
of the pagan epoch, the rings of Ethelswith and of Alhstan 
and the Durham embroideries of a later time, not to mention 
the characteristic Anglo-Saxon work in the later ornamented 
manuscripts the native origin of which has never been in 
doubt. If the Gospels of Lindisfarne, in face of the 
evidence that has been adduced, be handed over to Celtic 
scribes, it is impossible to withdraw from native Anglian 
brains and fingers a large share of the responsibility for the 
Ruthwell and Bewcastle crosses. These are things that 
'cannot be spoken against.' Opinions may differ as to the 
extent to which these established cases cover and carry 
with them doubtful examples, but the existence of the 
established cases is surely sufficient to enable us to return 
an affirmative answer to the question of the paper ' Was 
the Anglo-Saxon an artist ? ' 


