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Hermits and the Powers of the 
Frontier 

Christopher Holdsworth 
University of Exeter 

The study of men and women who adopted the secluded life of either a 
hermit or anchorite in England during the middle ages is still 
dominated by the work of Rotha Mary Clay whose book, The 
Hermits and Anchorites of England appeared in 1914. She was a 
pioneer who showed mastery of the sources and ski ll in discussion 
which have not ye t been equalled over the whole range of the 
pheonomena which she examined. For the rest of her long life she 
continued to amass evidence, but although she publi shed two 
significant supplementary articles, in 1953 and 1955, she never 
completed work on a second edition of her book, and to a large extent 
the whole subject remained rather on the frin ges of scho larl y 
discussion of religious history. l It is interesting, for example, to note 
how rarely hermits featured in Knowles' Monastic Order, although in 
footnotes he pointed to the great interest of the Lives of Godric and 
Christina. 2 English hermits scarcely featured either in general 
histories of the period, despite the fact that Henri Pircnne's reference 
to Godric in Medieval Cities made him known to a wide European 
audience as early as 1925.' 

Since Clay wrote her book, three major sources have appeared in 
scholarly ed itions, namely the Lives of Wulfric of Haslcbury by John 
of Forde, edited by Dom Maurice Bell (1933), of Robert of 
Knaresborough, edited by the great Bollandist Pere Grosjean (1939), 
and of Christina of Markyate by a monk of St Albans, edited by C. H. 
Talbot (1959).' Undoubtedly the last of these has had greatest impact, 
si nce it made available, after painstaking labour with ultra-violet 
light , a fascinating text, which had lain until then almost unknown in 
one of the Cotton ian manuscripts damaged by fire, Tiberius E.!. 
Talbot also opened this Life to a world whose knowledge of Latin 
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might be weak, by providing it with a readable translation into 
English, whereas neither of the two other 'new' Lives have yet been 
so assisted. For this reason, as well as the intrinsic interest of the 
text, particularly for the growing band of historians concerned with 
the history of women, his achievement has had by far the largest 
influence on the development of the subject since 1914. 

Things are now changing fast Three years after Christina first 
appeared, Dom Hubert Dauphin surveyed the English evidence for the 
twelfth and thirteenth centuries in a notable paper given at the 
conference held at La Mendola in 1962 on the theme L'Eremetismo in 
Occidente nei secoli XI e Xlf, s The next important discussion 
appeared in 1975 when Henry Mayr-Harting looked at the experience 
of Wulfric and Godric with eyes widened by ideas developed by Peter 
Brown when discussing holy men in the late antique period in a 
seminal paper published four·years before in 1971.6 Since then the 
female side of the movement has received two very substantial 
discussions in books by American scholars, Ann K. Warren and 
Sharon K. Elkins, whose Anchorites and their Patrons in Medieval 
England and Holy Women in Twelfth-Century England were 
published in 1985 and 1988 respectively .' The latter, very 
interestingly, looks at women following a religious life in 
communities as well as in much smaller groups, but it will readily be 
seen from their titles that no one, so far has reopened the whole field 
pioneered by Clay. 

The aim of this paper must be more modest; it is to reconsider the 
known Lives of hermits and recluses in twelfth century England, and 
to do so in a particular way. I, like Dr Mayr-Harting, have been much 
influenced by Peter Brown, whose paper 1 had the good fortune to hear 
at one of the late Arnaldo Momigliano's seminars in London. My 
title hints at another debt, to Victor Turner's discussion of liminality, 
which one might translate as living on a frontier, in his book The 
Ritual Process. 8 Here, I would suggest, is a concept with which we 
can better understand the character of the power exercised by these 
individuals in this period. I also wanted to explore one of the ideas 
put forward by Leopold Genicot in another of the papers presented at 
La Mendola in 1962 9 There he argued that there were no links 
between the flowering of the eremit ic movement in Europe and 
changes in wider society, although he admitted that what he called the 
'slide to cenobitism' was linked to the economy. These seemed 
interestingly contradictory conclusions which ought to be examined 
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in an insular context, which, writing in t 962, he had excluded from 

consideration. 
First, a brief word on the sources and chronology. Very little is 

known about most 'solitaries'; there was, alas, no Palladius or 
Theodoret at work in twelfth-century England (though one might 
hazard a guess that if Goscelin of Saint-Bertin had lived then, rather 
than a century earlier, he might have filled the role). For most 
individuals. therefore, we have little beyond a personal name here, or 
a mention of a hermitage there. Nonetheless it was possible for Ann 
Warren to list eighty ~ three places where there were anchorites during 
this century, and for Dauphin to conclude that England seems to have 
had more fol1awers of the eremit ic life than any other European 
country, with the one exception of Italy. " My attention will be 
directed, however, not at that wider evidence, but at that contained in 

six Vitae of Henry of Coquet (died 1120), Wulfric of Haselbury 
(1155), Christina of Markyate (1 155/66), Godric of Finchale (1170), 
Bartholomew of Fame (1193), and Robert of Knaresborough (12 18)." 
With the one exception of Henry of Coquet, all their Lives were 
written within at most thirty years of their deaths, that is to say 
relatively close to events. 12 

This presents us with what seems to me an interesting contrast to 
six Lives, mainly relating to people who had lived between the Rhine 
and the Loire in the same period, which were analysed by Milis in 
1979.13 He showed that only four of them were written between seven 
and fifty-four years of thei r subjects' death. We can also note that all 
of his lives were the work of authors who lived in communities 
which had grown up around places where those hermits had lived. 
Among the English Lives this is probably only true for the Life of 
Robert of Knaresborough, although four of the six Lives are by men 
who belonged to monasteries which had some oversight of the life of 
the hennit/recluse during their lifetime: the other remaining Life. that 
of Wulfric, comes from a cistercian house which had links with him 
during his lifetime, but which had no responsibility for him. 14 

I am not sure how significant this contrast with Milis's group is; 
it may have lessened the degree to which the writers were concerned to 
inflate the status of the person about whom they were writing as a 
way of increasing the fame of their monastery , but it certainly 
remains true that these Lives, like those studied by Milis, are known 
to us because people believed that the li ves of the individuals 
concerned showed that they were inspired by God, who had 
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demonstrated their holiness by works of power. 
I believe that it is also significant that all of the English group, 

with the exception of the last, Robert, died before 1200, and that 
most of their eremitic experience occurred between the last years of 
the reign of Henry I and the first half of the reign of hi s grandson, 
Henry II , i.e. between about 1115 and 1170. " Small as is this total 
number of Vitae relative to the total number of hermits and recluses 
that probably existed, I think one may also say that for no other 
period in English history did such people attract hagiographers to 
popularise their cults, a point to which I shall return towards the end 
of this paper. 

There are, of course, dangers in arguments derived from the absence 
of evidence, but a more subtle problem arises from the fact that the 
Vitae were composed by men who had literary models and hi storical 
precedents in mind. How much weight, for example, may one put on 
an author who comments that three of Bartholomew of Fame's 
miracles paralleled miracles of St Cuthbert, St Benedict and Godric of 
Finchale?" To what degree had the earlier records shaped his telling of 
the story? This is a problem which needs much longer treatment than 
I can give it here but it deserves two brief comments now. In the first 
place we are not entirely dependent upon the Vitae for our knowledge 
that these people did have influence; there are other sources, notably 
charters which throw some light upon the communities which grew 
around most of them. 17 Secondly, we may surel y believe that there is 
some significance in every story attributed to an individual , and that 
even if there were precedents well -known to those who wrote the 
Lives , the very fact that they partly delineated their subject in earlier 
colours may point us towards understanding what role it was that they 
thought their own holy person filled. " 

One feature which quickly leaps to the eye in the Virae is that the 
people with whom they are concerned come from one section of the 
society of thei r day , the Anglo-Saxon or Anglo-Scandinavian part of 
it. Henry of Coquet apart, who was a native of Denmark , the rest are 
all said to have come, or we can deduce that they came. from the non
Norman part of the population. Godric's parents were called Ailward 
and Aedwen, Christina's father Autti (whereas her mother's name was 
Beatrice which sounds 'French'), Bartholomew was originally called 
Tostig, which made his young friends laugh, Robert, a York man , 
had parents called Toki and Sunniva, whereas of Wulfric we are told 
that he came from middling English slOck." None of them, that is to 
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say, haled from the upper drawer of society, although Christina and 
Robert came from reasonably affluent urban backgrounds.20 This 
characteristic seems to have been shared by many of those hennits of 
whom we know little more than their names; for example, four of the 
eight hermits in Christina's Life have Anglo-Saxon names, whilst 
further north we may note the hermit Seleth who was persuaded to 
become a cistercian by the first abbot of Kirkstall.21 At first sight it 
is perhaps scarcely surprising that most hennits came from the largest 
section of the population, but as we look closer at· what these people 
did, their nationality takes on a more interesting perspective. 

The special interaction of the hermit or recluse with other people 
was expressed in four ways: through counsel, cursing, healing and 
prophecy. The first head, counsel, included far more than one would 
expect to receive from a counsellor today since the hermit might hear 
confessions and relieve the tensions felt by the penitent, whilst this 
advice might well appear to those who heard it to be based on 
knowledge which could only have come to them through supernatural 
means. Henry of Coquet, for example, confronted a monk visitor with 
the fact that he had been drunk in such a place and at such a lime 
which had the effect of startling him into a full confession." 
Nowadays counsellors are trained not to give advice, but things were 
otherwise then. In addition those who sought guidance were often 
aware that the holy person was in touch with, if not always in control 
of, alarming powers which could be expressed in a curse. 

Perhaps in compari son with the Syrians of late antiquity or the 
Irish of the ninth to eleventh centuries, English hermits in the twelfth 
century were not notable cursers, but this side of their activity is 
worth a closer look since it expresses most dramatically the character 
of the forces which they were felt to manipulate. 23 Let us look for a 
moment at three curses uttered by Wulfric which are full of 
resonance.24 

The first concerns the cellarer of Montacute, a monastery near his 
cell which had become accustomed to provide him with some regular 
provisions. After a time the monks there began apparently to feel less 
warmly towards their neighbour, and so the cellarer began to treat the 
boy who came over to fetch the dole badly, often sending him home 
empty-handed. One day this same man went to visit Wulfric who 
welcomed him warmly and invited him for a meal. As the cellarer got 
up to go, the anchorite suddenly pointed out that he had been 
behaving in an unfriendly fashion and called upon God to judge 
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between the two of them. Next time the boy went for supplies, he 
was sent away with nothing save for 'blasphemies and curses', and 
when Wulfric heard of this he burst out 'May God today remove his 
sustenance from the man who took my sustenance away.' That very 
day, the cellarer drowned, but when this news reached Wulfric 
although he expressed some guilt, he explained to his friends that he 
couldn't help himself from speaking as he had. The force of even his 
casual word is revealed in the story of how he cursed a mouse which 
had damaged a new cap which he had been given. At once the mouse 
rushed right out of its hole, up to the anchorite's feet , where it died. 
The writer comments: 'So great was the violence of the word which 
fell from his lip accidently and carelessly (transitorie et negligenter) 
and not on purpose, that even the mouse as though conscious of its 
guilt hastened to submit itself to sentence of death and by his death to 
give glory to God and peace.to God's sai nt.' Which of us would not 
like to be able to dispose of mice so fast? 

The third example concerns what we may call the curse at a 
distance. One of the courtiers of Henry I was struck with some form 
of paralysis after he had called Wulfric (who was far away in 
Somerset) a charlatan, suggesting that the king would do well to have 
his cell searched for ill-gotten money. The scene must have been 
startling, and John of Forde probably does not overstate the case when 
he says that those who hastened round the stricken man took his 
condition as a sign that Wulfric was indeed one of God's holy men 
whom he would protect with his hand. Among contemporary hennits 
and recluses Wulfric stands out by the force of hi s curse, but there are 
striking incidents involving the power of a holy person's ill wish in 
the lives of Bartholomew, Godric and Robert." Even of the less 
aggressive Christina was it said that those who molested her were 
requited by Christ with illness or punishment, blindness, or dying 
without the healing medicine of the sacraments.26 

Peter Brown suggested in his fine study that 'in the majority of 
cases, the exercise of the curse points backwards to the position of the 
holy man as arbitrator and mediator'Y This seems not quite so clear 
in the twelfth century, where the curse seems to serve as a peculiarly 
virulent demonstration of the hermit's power, although of Godric at 
least it was recorded that he used his power to influence the outcome 
of two trials by battle. Here the holy man intervened in a kind of test 
in which God himself was supposed to affect the outcome.28 

In addition, the same sense comes across from the twelfth century 
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as from the much earlier period that the holy man's power was roo led 
in a particular place where it evoked enormous loyalty. No doubt the 
power felt 10 inhere in the hermit grew as local people found that he 
could meet their needs, and their loyalty increased as he lived on 
among them. The relatively long periods for which all these people 
dwelt in one place is surely significant; for none of them was it less 
than twenty years, and for most probably over thirty .29 So it is said of 
Godric that whereas early in his life he was often aware of what was 
going on, particularly at sea, for the last ten years of his life he knew 
all that was happening within a radius of ten miles from his celPo To 
us it hardly seems remarkable that one who had been a sailor should 
be able to deduce from the movement of the clouds whether storms 
were brewing up not far away in the North Sea. We can also 'read' the 
way that by his old age all the news of the area reached his cell and 
the small community that had by then grown up around it , without 
having to have recourse to the miraculous for an explanation. The 
author of the Ancrene Riwle would almost certainly have reacted in a 
very down-to-earth way if he had heard of this side of Godric's life, 
since he reported the say ing 'From mill and from market, from 
smithy and from anchor-house one hears the news.' I am reminded, 
too, of the way that the old village post office, or general store, 
served as a 'li stening post' for often quite start lingly intimate 
happenings in the locali ty. With Wulfric too this feeling of local 
power comes across very strongly as when we are told, for example, 
that monks from the cistercian monastery of Forde did not feel it safe 
10 pass by Wulfric 's cell without visiting him." 

The more benign signs of the hermit's power do not need perhaps 
so much discussion , particularly healing which has been so well 
discussed by Ronald Finucane.32 We may note, however, that it was 
often achieved through the use of placebos, as it often has been, and 
that probably many of those who claimed that they had been cured had 
experienced little more than a spontaneous cure, or remission, of their 
condition which would have occurred without the hol y person's 
intervention. Nonetheless we find Wulfric sending the sick bread, or 
water, which he had blessed, Godric dispatched apples as well, and 
they also conveyed healing by the imposition of hands and by making 
the sign of the cross, whilst Wulfric acted as exorcist where he 
believed that possession by the devil was involved. 33 There are some 
indications that in this last category the procedure acted as a 
dramatisation of the sick person's mental stale, enabling the sufferer 



62 Christopher Holdsworth 

to come to terms with what had gone wrong and to take a decisive 
move in a new direction. This comes across clearly in the case of a 
man who had been tempted by avarice and ambition to the point 
where he thought that he had made a pact with the devil. For a time 
things went extremely well for him so that he amassed money, but 
finally he became alarmed and wanted a different kind of life and set 
off to find help from Wulfric. Arriving at the ford in the river outside 
his village, the man became stuck, unable to go either forward or 
back, but Wulfric 's friend, a priest, was able to release him with holy 
water and the sign of the cross. Then at Wulfric's cell a second scene, 
a tug-of-war with the doubtful man followed by reception of the 
Eucharist, completed his cure. The man seems to have been a soldier 
adventurer, one who might well feel some doubts about his way of 

life, however profitable, whilst the methods used enabled him to work 
out his sense of impotence, ~o be overcome and incorporated back 
into the community. 

Prophecy, another generally benign act, was a very marked sign of 
the hermit 's power, involving him or her in prognostications about 

their own future, typically about the date of death and the struggle 
which would ensue for possession of their body afterwards (a nice 

form of self-advertisement), as well as about the death of others. 34 

Clairvoyance can for the present be linked with prophecy, and like it 
must sometimes have caused alarm, as when, for example, Christina 
claimed to know exactly what her sister and brother- in-law had been 

saying whilst lying in bed at Huntingdon miles away from her at 
Markyate." Wulfric and Godric were both notable prophets letting fall 
forecasts of the fate of the insignificant as well as of the great. 36 

When Henry I took it ill that Wulfric prophesied that he would not 
return alive from his next visit to Normandy, and sent to know from 
Wulfric whether this was indeed what he had said, he responded, 'If I 
did say it, [ am not sorry because I did not speak it of my own 
volition.'37 No doubt it was prudent for him not to be seen to wish 

for the king's death, but we may also realise that his comment betrays 
the sense that when he spoke prophetically, as when he cursed, he 
was being controlled by another power. 

Yet how had the hermit or recluse, according to the Vitae, come to 

be open to this power which endowed him or her with such 
remarkable gifts? The answer is clear, they had won through to it 
through struggle with the devil, by prayer and by their whole austere, 
hidden life. Admittedly the idea of the Christian life as a battle against 
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principalities and powers and all the works of darkness has firm 
Biblical basis (e.g. Ephesians 6.10-17), and a long tradition of 
hagiography and exhortation since the earliest days, which must have 
influenced both the hermits and those who wrote about them, but the 
appositeness of some of the symbolic practices which they adopted to 
the actual problems of their day is also inescapable. So when Godric, 
for example, is called the unconquered knight of Christ, or is said to 
have fought a duel with the devil, or when he and Wulfric (like many 
of their contemporaries on the mainland of Europe) equipped 
themselves with hauberks, those shirts of chain mail which were such 
a crucial part of the equipment of a knight, and which they wore for 
years on end, the accessibility of the meaning of their acts and the 
record of them to their compatriots and readers is obvious and not a 
mere repeating of old forms. 38 Just as the knight fought serious 
enemies in the world, the hermit strove in hi s hidden cell against the 
devil , who might take many fonns , and when he won he had access to 
power.39 

The individual who had withdrawn from his world had also ballered 
down the gates of heaven through prayer. Christina, taught by the old 
monk Roger through word and example, gave herself earnestly to 
contemplation and prayer at night, whilst of Wulfric it was said that 
he built himself 'an interior solitude' in which he sought to draw on 
the strength of the Holy Spirit.40 The words may be a conscious echo 
of Anthony's move to the inner mountain recorded by Athanasius, but 
they reflected also his actual situation. Not surprisingly the Vitae 
portray the hermit or recluse experiencing strange visions whilst at 
prayer, which brought them, either an assurance that their way of life 
had the special interest of the Virgin, Christ, or a saint, or a 
revelation of something happening beyond the confines of their 
normal sight, for example the death of a holy person elsewhere." 

Just as the hennit was one unsatisfied with second-hand experience 
of the powers of God, or of the devil , so he was one who lived , partly 
at least from the fruit of his own labours and not from the work of 
others. Godric was a powerfully built man who made the countryside 
ring with the sound of him clearing woodland through the night as he 
made himself a garden." Bartholomew and Robert likewise raised 
some crops, whilst Christina and Wulfric, confined as they were 
within cells, did less energetic work, like embroidery and book
produclion.43 Admittedly, they might come to receive gifts in money 
or kind, or even land, as time went on, but a fairly clear message of 
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the Vitae is that they did not intend to be a burden upon the local 
community. The information is not always as conclusive 011 this, as 
on many points, as we would like because the writers upon whom we 
have to depend were not primarily interested in describing lives in 
strictly chronological order. But of Godric we are clearly told that in 
his early days he would accept nothing from locals, and whatever they 
did bring him he took to an open spot where he commended both gift 
and giver to God. We may observe, however, that at what seems a 

later stage of his life a woman from Richmond thought it advi sable to 
bring a bull (perhaps we should translate taurus here bull-calf, rather 
than a grown animal) when she wished to consult him.44 This caused 
Godric to direct her to lead it on to the priory in Durham since he had 
no need of it, and also to explain to her that no-one who approached 
him 'simplici animo', with a pure heart, had to bring anything with 
them . The reputation which he, .and other hermits, seem to have buill 
up as people who needed 'their palms crossing with silver', to use 
words traditionally applied to gypsy fortune-tellers, comes across in 
the occasional criticisms contained in the Lives. Wulfric, as we have 
seen, was thought to have laid his hands on a lot of money, Godric, 
again, was accused of being a fat peasant, whilst some claimed that 
Christina was a good business-woman, or as her biographer put it 
'they attributed to earthly prudence ... what was a gift of God .''' 

There was nothing second-hand either about the austerities of food 
and drink, clothing and bedding which these people adopted. They 
pushed themselves to the edge of endurance in their quest of a form of 
martyrdom appropriate to an age in which Christians, as long as they 
had orthodox beliefs, were unlikely to be persecuted. One can scarcely 
forebear to comment that despite these austerities, most of them 
survived far longer than the ordinary person in their day. Godric lived 
to be a centenarian, Chri stina into her sixties, Bartholomew probably 
survived to his seventies, and whilst it is not possible to calculate the 
births of Wulfr ic or Robert, the one spent about thirty, the other 
twenty, years as a solitary.46 

Such austerities, however, placed these people on one margin , or 
edge, of their world, and this leads me next to enquire whether there 
are any other senses in which they lived on a frontier, and if so 
whether this may have any connection with the power which they 
were thought to tap. I suggest that we may recognise that the hermit 
or recluse lived on at least three frontiers; geographical, social and 
temporal. They sought a home retired from the world, they sat loose 
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young girl by her beauty and breeding." Christina literally ned her 
parents and had to keep her whereabouts unknown to them because 
they wished to see the marriage which they had forced her to contract, 
consummated,51 No doubt marriage in the twelfth century was no bed 
of roses· the author of Hali Meiohad wrote peculiarly vividly of its 
sordid side - but be that as it may, the rejection of marriage and the 
raising of a family which all the hermits made must have seemed to 
their contemporaries as a clear refusal to live within the normal 
conventions of family responsibility.52 The struggle with unchaste 
thoughts which arnicted most of them, besides having a basis in their 
denial of physical and psychological needs, may have gained an edge 
from their denial of a social role. On the other hand, as we have seen, 
hermits were careful to support themselves and not to enter into 
relationships with those among whom, or near to whom, they had 
settled which might involve them in any sense of obligation. Godric's 
rejection of the presents, and peculiarly those of food, cut right at the 
roots of the way in which fellowship would most naturally have been 
expressed,S) Wulfric, for his part, treated it as a joke when the priest 
who had helped him for many years complained that the hermit's 
power had never done anything good for him,54 His complaint was 
strong because he knew no French and so felt a fool when the bishop 
and archdeacon were in his vicinity, since he could not speak to them, 
whereas Wulfric had restored speech to a dumb man not only in 
English, but also in French. 

On the other hand one must recognise that hermits could not cut 
so free from the bond created between themselves and the men whose 
land they settled upon, or by whose church they had their cell. 
Wulfric, for instance, knew well the man who sent him to become an 
anchorite at Haselbury, he had lived in his house for some years, and 
once in his cell was often visited by him. But he established his 
independence from him by small, but meaningful ways. He rebuked, 
for example. William fitz Walter's lack of faith in his powers, having 
previously kept him waiting before opening his window to speak to 
him, or informed him that his new religious foundation, doubtless the 
pride and joy of his heart, would faiL" Similar incidents can be found 
in the relations between other recluses and hermits and their 'patTons'; 
Christina and the abbots of St Albans, Robert and William de 
Stuteville, Godric and the prior of Durham." In Godric's case he was 
described as 'colon us Dei', the slave or serf of God, and in a vision he 
was assured that the Virgin had taken him under her protection, that 

s 
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she had become his lady." If chastity may be seen to have been the 
distinctive virtue by which the hermit expressed his freedom from the 
ties of kin and family , his humility may be singled out as the virtue 
which expressed his contempt for the lordship of the world. Self· 
forgetfulness, trust only in powers of the God to whom he or she 
prayed, these demonstrated freedom from the pride and glory of those 
who were great in the land. Mayr-Harting drew attention, too, to 
Wulfric's 's implicitas' which gave him the freedom and magnificence 
to give orders to a bishop or criticise a saint. His avoidance of the use 
of fonnal titles was, according to the Vita, 'either by design Uudicio) 
or simplicity.'58 

It was partly because the hermit had rejected involvement with the 
normal bonds of human soc iety that he seems to have become 
unaware of (he usual barriers dividing men from their animal 
neighbours. This does not appear to have happened to the same extent 
with the recluses, not surprisingly since they had little contact with 
animals, except small intruders into their cells like mice or toads. For 
Godric, Bartholomew and Robert, on the other hand, there are striking 
stories which illuslrate their openness to animals, enabl ing them, for 
example, to control their depredations on hard-created gardens, or 
indeed to use them to extend the area under cult ivation. 59 One is 
reminded here of the spirit of Isaiah's vision of the holy mountain 
upon which all animals and humans would dwell in amity, and also 
of the widely attested experience of those who break loose from 
human company, that communication seems to open up with the rest 
of creation/)() 

The third frontier on which both hermit and recluse dwelt is 
perhaps the most potent, since death for most people most of the 
time, has a fearful rather than a loving face. The idea of the eremitic 
life as a living burial is clearly expressed in the surviving liturgies to 

mark inclusion, and in the surviv ing works of spiritual direction 
written for recJuses.61 The Vitae of Wulfric and Christina convey the 
message too, although those devoted to the four hermits put this 
message less directly.62 After all, the hermit was not so enclosed, he 
could move around beyond the confines of his cell, but it remains true 
that he thought of his way of life as a death. Choice of sleeping 
quarters and unconcern about vermin seem to me panicularly 
significant. Godric and Robert nonnally slept on the ground with a 
stone to support their heads, Bartholomew stretched himself out on a 
cross of wooden beams for the first four years of his isolation, whilst 
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Godric is said to have suffered gladly the vermin which infested his 
hair shirt.63 Altogether their 'shaggy' appearance would seem to have 
been another expression of what Mary Douglas has termed 'social 
peripherality', another way of putting Iiminality.64 Often Godric left 
his food until it was mouldy and he ate bread in which the grain had 
been mixed with ci nders.65 We know, of course, that such practices 
were very old by the twelfth century, they were not new, but they 
surely served to emphasise to the hermit, and to those who observed 
him , that he had made himself a person whose whole way of life 
symbolised hi s walk with death. 

At thi s point 1 believe that it is interesting to bring our 
consideration of the'frontier' situation of the hermit explicitly into 
contact with Professor Turner's concept of liminality. Thi s arose cut 
of study of rites de passage, those rituals which accompany change of 
place, status, social positiol'l: and age. The liminal phase of these 
ceremonies occurs when the neophyte is in an ambiguous position 
between the condition he was in at the start, or will be at the end of 
the ceremony .66 Turner has identified certain characteristics of (he 
symbols widely used to describe the condition of a person in the 
liminal phase, parts of which at once raise echoes of the eremitic life. 
His state is 'likened to death , to being in the womb, to invisi bility, 
to darkness, to bisexuality, to the wilderness, and to an eclipse of the 
sun and moon.'67 His description of those in the liminal situation also 
sounds familiar; they show a reversal of worldly status, in which the 
underling comes on top whilst the highest is brought low, they 
practise humility , silence, continence, and are believed to be in 
contact with 'protective and primitive powers of divine preter-human 
beings and powers.'68 Turner argues that in Christianity (and in other 
world faiths) what was 'in tribal soc iety principally a set of 
transitional qualities "betwixt and between" defined states of culture 
and society , has become itself an institutionalised state', so (hat the 
life of the believer has itself become thought of as liminal. But he 
also argues that within the great faiths the 'institutionali sation of 
liminality' is most clearly marked within the monastic and mendicant 
orders, and illustrates the point with a brief discuss ion of the 
Benedictine Rule and later with a longer one of the Friars Minor.69 I 
think one may claim that the eremitic life represents the most 
complete working out of permanent liminality in the Christian 
tradition and that it often offers a remarkable parallel to the situation , 
for example, of the shaman among the Saora of mid-India who take 
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on what he calls 'a permanenr condition of sacred "outsiderhood".' It is 
because a shaman or prophet (or we may add, hennit) has assumed 'a 
statuS less status, external to the secular social structure' that he has 
'the right to criticise all structure-bound personae in terms of a moral 
order binding on all, and also to mediate between all segments or 
components of the structured system.'70 Might not this description be 
applied to the hermits we are considering, and help to explain their 
power? In a brief paper one can do little more than to suggest that 
here are lines worth following for the historian of eremiticism, or 
indeed for the historian of rituals in the Christian tradition . 

Four other points raised by Turner may perhaps be mentioned 
briefly to indicate still further the appositeness of his ideas. Firstly, 
his realisation that in the liminal state the neophyte is filled with a 
sense of the togetherness of humankind, what he calls 'communitas', 
seems also to have a parallel with hermits , indeed, as we have seen 
they experienced a st ill wider unity with creation.7 1 Secondly, he 
noted that the liminal states were accompanied by experiences of 
unprecedented potency, of powerfulness, which we have already 
observed occurring with hennitsn Thirdly, he pointed out that those 
who are concerned with structure, with society as a regulated and 
differentiated system, tended to consider the liminal state dangerous 
and polluting to those not incorporated by ritual inlO it, just because 
it was a place where power was released and from which came 
criticism of ordered and settled society.13 Here we can, I suggest, find 
interesting echoes in the ambiguous views that canon lawyers had in 
the twelfth century about whether the hermit was a religious person 
or not, i.e. whether they were the equivalent of a monk or not, and in 
the increasingly effective means developed to subject the recluse to 

episcopal contro1.74 Lastly, his suggestion that societies may need to 
undergo a dialectic in which 'the immediacy of communitas gives way 
to the mcdiacy of structure' may provide another way of explaining 
what Genicot has called 'the slide of cenobotism', the often fairly 
rapid surrounding of a recluse or hermit by followers, so that their 
isolation became lessened.7s The isolated hermit, following this line 
of explanation. may not have been able to stand an extreme 
experience of isolation. of liminality, and may well have welcomed 
followers and the growth of some sort of structured, hierarchical 
community around him or her. 

Turner's work, then. seems to me to provide a useful series of 
concepts which give shape to the consideration of the powers of the 
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hermit. But we need to look again at English society in the twelfth 
century to bring our analysis into sharper focus . The implication of 
what has been said so far is that the hermit or recluse wielded power 
because of the type of life they lived 'on the frontier'. Now we need to 
suggest why that power was needed. 

It is a truism to say that England after 1066 was a conquered 
country, but it is a fact which one cannot overlook in this context. A 
major gap was created between men and their lords by the Conquest, 
which probably did not begin to heal up until the second half of the 
twelfth century . The new lords spoke an alien tongue and were often 
far away from local problems and needs. Reginald Lennard in his great 
study of rural England between 1086 and 1135 wrote 'In many , 
probably in most, villages there was no resident lord; and throughout 
the vast areas covered by the demesne manors of the great monastic 
estates the lords were certainly. absentees.'76 The si tuation was partly 
the result of military and political arrangements, partly a result of the 
fact that the estates held by lords were often more widely dispersed 
across the country than they had been under the Confessor." Lords 
were lacking. and alternative controls exercised through 'royal' courts 
and law were weak. 

It is interesting here to note that there are a few traces of an 
English parallel to the movement of the lord's house from the heart of 
the vi llage to the edge of the village territory which Georges Duby 
found occurring in the Maconnais between the eleventh and early 
thirteenrh centuries.78 The excavators at Wharram Percy, for example, 

noticed that the manor house moved twice from its original position 
by the church in the middle of the village to positions up the hill 
away from most of the peasants' hou ses. The first of these moves 
seems to occur in the twelfth century, a period when at Northolt in 
Middlesex the owners of the manor house rebuilt it on a site which 

had previously been occupied by peasant houses, which were now 
moved a distance awayJ9 Are these signs that English lords were 

ceasing to be neighbours to their peasants and beginning to treat them 
as subjects whom they judged and punished and kept at a distance? 
There may be things here for archaeologists and historians to 
consider. 

All this adds up to saying that there was a need in the aftermath of 
Conquest for someone to exercise power locally , and that to a certain 
degree the hermit or recluse took on some of the powers of the 
absentee. foreign lord. He or she was a resident advisor, peace-keeper. 
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and patron who could understand what was said to him or her, and 
interpret it to others when necessary. In this sense he or she was 
indeed, as Mayr-Harting pointed out , ful filling a crucial 'hinge ' 

function .8o 

The Conquest may also have undennined the old customary centres 
of ecclesias tical power, since now the shrines of Alban, Augustine or 
Swithun were presided over by aliens. Admittedly in those guard ian 
communities the Saxon-born monks who remained kept alive the 
memory of the Saxon past, but they may have been to a degree 
isolated from the surrounding population by their association with 
new styles of lordship. brought in with new abbots from overseas.SI 

Churches and monasteries, like lay lords, were now subject to the 
obligations of a military and somewhat alien feudalism. The changes 
consequent upon the Conquest were peculiar to England, but as part 
of the wider Christian community. the English church was also 
undergoing two other changes which must have weakened for a time 
the old centres of power. On the one hand what has been called the 
crisis of cenobitism was ex posing the old Benedictine houses to a 
new kind of critic ism wh ich tried them against the standards of the 
desert, and often found them wanting." On the other hand, the 
Gregorian reform with its insistence upon clerical celibacy involved 
an attack upon the worthiness of the old priesthood, many of whom 
were married,8) Where, in this situation, did people now go for 
assurance of salvation as the old order crumbled and before a new, 
more centralised order emerged? Hermits and recluses represented a 
familiar and yet still effective power in this world being reconstructed 
on new lines. They were 'old professionals' who could retain the 
confidence of ordinary people." 

So the suggestion of this paper is that in England in the century 
and a half after the Conquest there was a definite connection between 
the position of the hermit and the state of society. There were 
discontinuities in the soc ial and religious worlds which he or she 
could fill and so we find another age of Holy Men and Women, not 
too diss imilar to that in Late AntiqUity. Now they lived on the 
frontier meeting the needs of a conquered people for whom other 
sources of direction, reservoirs of power, were, for a time untappable. 
Hennits and recluses continued to exist beyond the twelfth century, 
but they attrac ted hardly a biographer, scarcely a cult, because no 
longer was the power of their liminal existence drawn out into the 
wider world. New structures of lordship and local comm unity, new 



72 Christopher Holdsworth 

courts. new laws, as well as new monastic centres, new preachers and 
teachers, did not leave the kind of gaps which the holy man or woman 
had sometimes filled. 
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