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Seventeen years ago  Bertram  C o lgrave edited the life 
o f W ilfr id  attributed to E ddius Stephanus. H e has since 
com pleted the much more arduous task of editing two of the 
lives of Cuthbert, the one written by an anonym ous monk 
o f L in d isfarn e and the other B ed e ’s Prose L ife , and in so 
d o in g he has perform ed another valuable service to the 
study o f Northum brian history. B ed e ’s reputation as a 
historian, not only in this country, but also in m any parts 
o f the continent, is perhaps one reason w hy the work o f 
other Northum brian historians has been neglected. It is, 
none the less, a reflection of the lack of interest in early  
english  history that there should have been no attempt to 
provide an accurate text of the anonym ous life of Cuthbert 
since the w ork was first published by the Bollandists in 
1668. Both Stevenson and G iles edited the life in the 
m iddle of the nineteenth century, but in both cases they did 
little more than reprint the text of the Bollandist edition. 
T h ere are at least three good reasons w hy the anonym ous 
life deserves* the careful attention which it has at long last 
been given . It is the earliest piece of english historical 
literature now extant, it is a work of considerable merit both 
as literature and history, and it is.the main source of B ed e ’ s 
prose life of Cuthbert.

C o lgrave  has, he writes in his preface, committed him-
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se lf to certain principles in editing these two lives. T h e  
first was evidently that the texts should be based on the 
fullest possible exam ination o f the su rvivin g m anuscripts.' 
T h is  has involved him in immense, and often tedious,, 
labour, especially in the case of B ed e ’s version, but he must 
feel, am ply rewarded by the completeness o f the text which 
his labour has enabled him to supp ly , as well as b y  the 
m any interesting discoveries which he has made about the 
m anuscripts them selves. It is  rem arkable that, of the seven 
m anuscripts of the anonym ous life which are now known to 
exist, not one seems to have.been written in this country. 
A g a in  the explanation is to be found partly in B ed e ’s reputa
tion which resulted in a greater demand for what w as doubt
less considered to be the more authoritative version— w itness 
the thirty-eight su rv iv in g  m anuscripts of B ed e ’s prose life. 
T h is, however, is not the whole explanation. A  m anuscript 
of B ed e ’s version which was written at D urham  in the four
teenth century contains a series of apparently contem porary 
notes which are almost- all taken from  the anonym ous life. 
It therefore seems not unlikely that the Durham  library  
contained a copy of the anonym ous life at that time. D oubt
less there were once other copies at Y o rk , W h itb y, Ja rro w  
and elsewhere in Northum bria, including, of course, L in d is
farne itself. O f the thirty-eight m anuscripts which contain 
the whole or part o f Bede’ s prose life, two on ly are assigned  
b y 'C o lg ra v e  to the tenth century, while the great m ajority  
are of twelfth century date or later. Neither of the two 
earliest m anuscripts is, according to C olgrave, of north 
country origin . E vid en tly  the early N orthum brian m anu
scripts both of the anonym ous life and of B ed e ’s version 
have shared the fate of so m any other early documents from  
this part of the country.

C olgrave has done much more than supply full texts. 
H is wide knowledge of hagiographical literature has en
abled him to reveal the construction of these lives in con
siderable detail. B y  show ing how much is conventional in 
this kind of literature, he has revealed all-the more clearly



how much is real. It is interesting to find that, when the 
anonym ous author states in his preface that he has not 
“ written an yth ing except what has been received on good 
authority and tested ,”  he is quoting from  the late fourth 
century life o f  S t. M artin b y  Su lp ic ius Severus, a work 
w hich, C o lgrave  points out, w as one of three which were 
lon g used as m odels for sain ts’ lives in western Europe. 
T h e im pressive list of phrases which the anonym ous writer 
h as borrowed from  Isidore of Sev ille  for a description of 
C u th bert’s virtues and which E d d iu s also  borrowed to de
scribe W ilfr id , is of value just because it reveals so clearly 
the contrast between the conventional and the real. There 
is, indeed, hardly  a chapter which does not illustrate some 
detail of C u th bert’s w ays of life and thought. Particu larly  
v iv id  is the account of his life on Farne— the lack of water, 
the shortage of wood, the difficulty of grow ing food and 
the exasperation of seeing the birds eat it when it did grow. 
T h ese incidents are as real as the account of his journeys 
through his diocese preaching, dedicating churches, ordain
in g  priests and attending to a ll the other duties of a bishop.
■ T h e lack of churches w as probabiy a  less serious obstacle 
to the spread of C hristianity in Northum bria than the lack 
o f trained priests to teach the new religion . T h is  point 
em erges fro m 'o n e  of the most interesting additions made 
b y  Bede to the anonym ous life— the story of the rafts which 
were driven  out to sea. T h e onlookers w ho jeered at the 
m onks as they prayed on the opposite bank o f the. river for 
the safety of their com panions on the rafts, replied to Cuth
bert’ s rebuke : “  Let no man pray for them, . . *. for they 
have robbed men of their old w ays of worship, and how the 
new w orship  is to be conducted, nobody kn ow s.”  It seems 
clear that C h ristian ity  had not established itself in this part 
of N orthum bria in earlier times, though we cannot do more 
than speculate on what the ueteres culturas were. The 
evidence su ggests that the scene of this incident was the. 
T y n e  which separates N orthum berland from Durham ,

• rather than the H addingtonshire T yn e, as some writers



have'supposed . T h e possibility that some cults popular in 
the late R om an  period m ay have survived in this area, 
where there is very  little evidence of early anglo-saxon 
settlement,, is not to be entirely discounted. T h is  problem , 
however, seems to offer less hope of solution than another 
raised by the sam e story— the exact site of the m onastery to 
which Bede w as referring. “  C hanged like all else by  tim e ,”  
he writes, rather regretfu lly, it had become a nunnery in 
his day. H e m entions it as the scene of one of C uthbert’s 
miracles in a later passage and he records that V erca w as 
then its abbess.

T h e  interest o f these lives is by no m eans confined to 
ecclesiastical history and, if one m ay venture a criticism , it 
may be that C o lgrave has devoted a  little less than due 
attention to social and constitutional matters. F o r exam ple, 
he translates the latin term comes by the old english gesith  
and, for the m eaning o f the latter, is content to refer his 
readers to a work which m ay not be readily accessible to 
m any of them. In book iv , chapter v i i  of the anonym ous 
life he translates both the latin terms seruus and m inister 
by the same english word, nam ely “ servan t.”  .T h is  is 
unfortunate because it obscures the different m eanings o f 
the two w ords. W hereas seruus here seems to mean “  ser
vant ”  in 'the sense most com m only used in modern english , 
minister seems to mean “  servant ”  only in the .sense that a 
governm ent minister m ay describe him self as a servant o f 
the crown. A g a in , what is the im plication of the word Yegio 
which is applied by the anonym ous writer to K in d s  and 
A h se, two of the several unidentified place-nam es in this 
w ork? It is interesting to note that Eddius uses the sam e 
word to describe the land on which W ilfrid  built h is church 
at H exham . T h e anonym ous life contains one particularly  in
teresting passage in which the juxtaposition of the w ords 
comes and regio seems to be more than accidental. Th ese 
are points which deserve a little more attention in the notes 
than C o lgrave  has given them. T h e anonym ous w riter 
refers also to the Niuduera regio. It seem s generally  to



have been supposed that the region o f the N iduari w as in 
the land of the P iets, but it is questionable whether the 
account g iven  in the anonym ous life justifies this assum p
tion. Cuthbert and his two com panions are said to have 
set sail for the land of the P iets. T h ey  reached the region 
o f the N iduari where they were storm bound and ran short 
of food . A fter four days they resumed their journey and 
reached harbour safely . There is more than one obscure 
point here. W a s  the region of the N iduari C uthbert’s 
ultim ate destination or were he and his com panions only 
forced to take refuge here on their w ay ? A s  the coast on 
which they landed was evidently deserted, the latter seems 
the more like ly . W hen the author refers to Cuthbert re
sum in g his journey on the fourth day, does he mean that 
Cuthbert went on to the land of the P iets or that he came 
back home ? U nfortunately the writer w as not interested in 
the jou rn ey itself or its purpose, of which h e ,says nothing, 
but only in the m iraculous provision of food. B ed e ’ s 
account is different in important detaiLs. H e states without 
an y  am b igu ity  that Cuthbert and his com panions went 
b y  sea to the land of the P iets who are called N iduari. 
T h e y  were forced to stay there longer than they had in^ 
tended because of the bad weather. In view  o f their ex
pected early  return they had taken no food wi’th them. 
A fter the storm  had subsided, they- returned home to their 
own country. Bede has removed the obscurities of the 
account given  b y  the anonym ous writer. H ad he an y more 
evidence than we have for answ ering the questions raised b y  
that account or w as it m erely that he w as anxious to g ive  a 
less am biguous version ? It is worth noting that the account 
g iven  by the anonym ous writer as far as the resumption o f 
the vo yage  after the storm fills thirty-one lines of C o lg ra v e ’s 
text. B ede takes forty-six lines to tell the sam e story, and 
one suspects that this is one of the passages in which he 
m ay be not un fairly  accused of “  p ad d in g .”

T h e  picture of C uthbert’s Northum bria which is drawn 
in these two lives is clear in its broad outlines, though less



so in detail. T h e people live in sm all and w idely scattered 
villages. Sheep  seem to be their main concern. O f the 
plough we learn nothing directly, nor is there an yth ing 
said of industry or trade. Tow ns p lay no part in their 
lives, with the exception of C arlisle, and even this seem s 
to have been som ething of a curiosity, of whose orig in , it 
should be noted, some at least of its inhabitants were well 
aware. It is m ainly the upper classes who* have em braced 
C hristian ity. T h e ru ling class is an aristocracy, with k in g  
and bishop as the head of state and church. C uth bert’s  
seem ingly genuine reluctance to accept the office of bishop 
is some evidence of the prominent part which that official 
was expected to p lay in daily  life. The heads of m onasteries 
and nunneries are people of high birth, a s  indeed Cuthbert 
him self m ay have been, T h e local adm inistrative officers 
are appointed b y  the k in g.

No other part of the country provides such abundant 
evidence for the study o f the early Christian period o f 
english history as N orthum bria, nor is there an y  part 
where the material is so varied in k in d .. M uch work has yet 
to be done on the literary sources. C o lgrave him self draw s 
attention to the need of a critical edition of the w orks o f 
Bede. It w ill doubtless be m any years before this can be 
achieved, but meanwhile, in this edition o f the lives of Cuth
bert and in his earlier edition of the life of W ilfrid , C o lgrave  
has filled a part o f the g ap . I f  other editors reach the high 
standard which he has set, Northum brian history will be 
well served. It is much to be hoped that one result of Col- 
g ra ve ’s labours m ay be to stim ulate interest in what the 
spade m ay yet recover of the places in which Cuthbert and 
his contemporaries lived and worked. Much of the evidence 
has been lost, but not all of it. In conclusion, *a word o f 
gratitude for C o lgrave ’s translations. Those who w ish to 
make a  detailed study of these works must, of course, do so 
in the language in which they were written, but it is well to 
remember that modern english is nearer akin to the old 
english in which these authors thought than it is to the latin



in which they wrote. Som etim es * anglo-saxon literature 
m ay seem a little dull, especially in contrast with norse, 
but the story o f the penitent ravens, C uthbert’s vision at 
C arlisle  and the account which Bede g ives of C uthbert’s 
death w ill stand com parison with the best in any period of 
english  history.

P eter H unter B lair .


