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I. 

Tentative Title: 

“Bodies of Christ: Corporality Transformed in Ælfric’s Lives of Oswald, Æthelthryth, 

and Edmund” 

 

II. 

Research Problem 

In the work known as the Lives of Saints, produced between 992 and 1002 AD 

(Clemoes, “Chronology” 34), the Benedictine monk Ælfric of Eynsham includes 

narratives of five English saints, three of whom were members of Anglo-Saxon royalty: 

Oswald, king of Northumbria; Æthelthryth, daughter and wife of kings; and Edmund, 

king of East Anglia. These three saints, however, share another unique attribute.  Years 

after their deaths, the bodies of all three were discovered to be either partially or entirely 

free from decay—‘incorrupt.’ This phenomenon invites a question: what role does the 

body play in these saints’ vitae?  

In this thesis, I will look for an answer to that question in Ælfric’s lives of 

Oswald, Æthelthryth, and Edmund by examining the depictions of the body, whole and in 

part, living and dead, active and still.  I plan, in the course of this analysis, to investigate 

these questions: How does  Ælfric’s language affect our perception of the body in these 

narratives? What is the significance—symbolically and thematically—of the episodes in 

which the body is focused upon within each overall narrative?  What similarities or 

differences are there if one compares the depictions of the body in the three lives? How 

does the body relate to sanctity and to the faithful’s experience of the saint through 
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miracles? 

My hypothesis is that Ælfric utilized stylistic and rhetorical devices that invite the 

reader’s attention to the body in these three saints’ lives, and that he presented these 

bodies both as figural reminders of moments in Christ’s life and as nexuses of the 

transformative power of God.  To test this hypothesis, I will closely analyze the three 

lives and will draw upon scholarship that places Ælfric’s work in its stylistic, 

hagiographical, and historical contexts. I believe that intentional attention to the body can 

be seen in Ælfric’s deployment of a battery of  rhetorical devices such as extensive 

alliteration, repetition of words, sounds, and images, and careful use of quoted speech. I 

anticipate concluding that these highlighted episodes connect the embodied saint to the 

embodied Christ, and that they also link these three lives thematically by emphasizing the 

body as the site wherein spiritual values are transformed into performance both during 

the life of the saint and through miracles after their death.  There are distinctions, 

however, to be explored as well.   I would argue that, although transformation of values 

into action is a concept common to all three vitæ, there is in Edmund’s life a further focus 

on how Edmund’s death and his body initiate a sort of transformation of events—of 

reversals that correct or improve on what has been.  The bodies of Æthelthryth and 

Edmund attest to healing and restoration; the broken body of Oswald speaks to the power 

of even the smallest fragment when there is faith. 

 

III. 

Definition of Terms 

“Benedictine Reform”: A movement in 10th-century Anglo-Saxon England led by 
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Bishops Æthelwold, Duncan, and Oswald that renewed emphasis on stricter standards of 

monastic behavior, on education, and on a close relationship between ecclesiastical and 

secular rulers.   

“Double monastery”: A religious house with both monks and nuns in residence. 

“Figuration”: Within the hagiographical genre, the representation or identification 

of a person or event as part of a pattern established by a Biblical person or event. In 

Ælfric’s writing, one sees an emphasis on explaining events as figural or typological parts 

of the cyclicality of history.   

“Incorrupt”: A term that describes a body or body part that has remained free 

from decay or decomposition after death. 

 “Passio”: A form of hagiographical writing that relates the story of a martyred 

saint’s life, suffering, and death.  

“Rhythmical prose”: A term used to describe Ælfric’s unique style of prose, 

characterized by alliteration and patterns of stressed and unstressed words, which create 

effects similar to those in Anglo-Saxon poetry (or in Latin rhythmical prose, as some 

critics have suggested).  Some scholars prefer the term “alliterative prose”. 

 “Sanctorale”: The cycle of saint’s days, feast days, and holy days that are ‘fixed’, 

i.e. unchanging, on the Church calendar.  In contrast, the ‘temporale’ refers to those holy 

days that can be celebrated on different dates from year to year, such as Ash Wednesday, 

Easter, or Epiphany. 

“Translation”: The process of moving a saint’s body from one place (often outside 

a church) to another (often to a shrine within a church).   
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 “Vita”: A form of hagiographical writing that tells the story of a saint’s life for 

the edification and emulation of the faithful. 

 

IV. 

Background 

The work known as the Lives of Saints is the third of Ælfric of Eynsham’s 

collections of vernacular religious writing.  It contains a mixture of homiletic material, 

Old Testament narratives, and, principally, saints’ lives that follows the sanctorale cycle 

and was written at the request of Ælfric’s patrons, aristocratic father and son Æthelweard 

and Æthelmær.  When we speak of the Lives of Saints, generally we are referring to the 

text as presented in BL Cotton Julius E.vii, a manuscript produced within a few decades 

of composition.  This manuscript presents a relatively intact, organized version of the 

Lives, including a table of contents.  There has been some interference in the text with the 

insertion of four lives not written by Ælfric; the scholarship of authors such as Joyce Hill 

and Hugh Magennis has given careful consideration to that extraneous material and to the 

relationship of what Ælfric may have issued and what Cotton Julius E.vii presents.  After 

comparison with another manuscript in a different line of transmission, Peter Clemoes 

concluded, however, that Ælfric did indeed intend the Lives of Saints to contain the 

mixture of materials that it does in Cotton Julius E.vii (Clemoes, “Chronology” 10).    If 

that is the case, then the existence of themes and repeated imagery across the different 

items in this text would speak to Ælfric’s authorial conception and not merely to 

happenstance in the scriptorium.   
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The Ælfrician material in Lives of Saints is written almost entirely in his 

distinctive rhythmical (or alliterative) prose style.  Walter W. Skeat, the editor of the 

scholarly edition of the Lives, chose to organize the text as if it were verse; while 

subsequent scholars have argued about whether Ælfric was inspired by vernacular verse 

or by Latin rhythmical prose, the overwhelming consensus is that Ælfric wrote prose that 

contains many of the characteristics of poetry.1 “Lexical variation is a dominant 

characteristic of Ælfric’s work. . . . Most of Ælfric’s works also contain an array of 

figures of speech such as alliteration, repetition, and paronomasia, yielding a rhetorically 

effective structure, tightly bound together by such ornamental devices as were common 

in native poetry” (Corona 170).  Andy Orchard argues that Anglo-Saxon poets used these 

devices, and particularly types of alliteration far beyond what would be demanded by 

poetic ‘rules’, to draw the reader or listener’s attention to specific and important passages 

in a work; he sees these techniques at work in rhythmical prose such as Ælfric’s for the 

same purposes (458-62). Anne Middleton found Ælfric used alliterating words to guide 

the audience to share his moral judgment (86); Ruth Waterhouse, writing almost 

simultaneously with Middleton, concludes similarly and also sees Ælfric deliberately 

using repetition of sounds and words in Lives of Saints to build the ‘impact’ on his 

audience (Waterhouse, “Affective Language” 145). Waterhouse also has pointed to the 

way in which Ælfric’s choice to frame speech as indirect or direct discourse affects the 

reader’s reaction to a saint’s life (Waterhouse, “Ælfric’s Use” 90). 

                                                        
1 See Clemoes, “Ælfric”, as well as Middleton, Momma, and Corona for comprehensive 

discussions. 
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Within Lives of Saints there are twenty-six lives written by Ælfric; three of whom 

are Anglo-Saxon royalty: Oswald, the seventh-century king of Northumbria, praised for 

his active promotion of Christianity among his people and acclaimed as a martyr after his 

battlefield death at the hands of a rival king; Æthelthryth, a seventh-century East Anglian 

princess and the wife of King Ecgfrid, who retained her virginity through two marriages 

before becoming the founding abbess of a double monastery at Ely; and Edmund, the 

ninth-century King of East Anglia, martyred by the Vikings. After death, Oswald’s 

dismembered right hand miraculously was never touched by decay, and the bodies of 

both Æthelthryth and Edmund were completely incorrupt.  We see Ælfric using the 

techniques described by Orchard, Corona, Middleton, and Waterhouse to draw his 

audience’s focus to the episodes involving the saints’ bodies—bodies that I would argue 

are retrospectively foregrounded by the phenomenon of incorruptibility.  We as readers 

now reconsider every action that would involve Oswald’s hand, for example, whether it 

is literal (when he fights or raises a cross) or figurative (when he orders the distribution of 

food and silver to the poor).  

Oswald, Æthelthryth, and Edmund are rarely considered as a group unless, as in 

the work of Rollason and Ridyard, it is as royal saints with very active cults;  in that 

context, their bodies and body parts are both relics and focuses of devotion.  Scholars 

who have taken interest in the imagery of the body in these particular vitae have 

approached it from multiple perspectives, and frequently that approach depends on the 

gender of the saint.  The two male saints are often examined against the backdrop of war.  

In both his article “Desecto Capite Perfido: Bodily Fragmentation and Reciprocal 

Violence in Anglo-Saxon England” and his book Soldier Saints and Holy Warriors, 
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Damon discusses the treatment of the bodies (and particularly of the head as trophy) of 

the martyr-kings Oswald and Edmund within a comprehensive consideration of themes of 

violence, warfare, and kingship.  Earl, utilizing both a  historical and psychological 

approach, suggests that Ælfric’s desire to urge a more moderate attitude toward the 

Vikings is revealed in his treatment of Edmund’s death and the subsequent recovery of 

his head (139-40).  Carl Phelpstead, however, reads Ælfric’s passio of Edmund as a 

deliberate effort to identify Edmund’s behavior and suffering with that of Christ while 

recognizing that Edmund’s choices do not represent the only path open to a king (42). 

Æthelthryth, whose remarkable virginity exerts a timeless fascination, has been 

the subject of much recent analysis, often from scholars who work within the fields of 

gender studies or feminist criticism.  Gwen Griffiths contends that Æthelthryth “ . . . 

becomes marginalized, visible only as an object to be gazed upon and used by others to 

the extent that her body itself ultimately functions as a text” (35). She suggests a reading 

that rests on what is implied or imagined, “Only by reading within the fissures of Ælfric’s 

discourse can the control of the dominant narrator be resisted and the trace of an active, 

strongly persistent woman be found— . . .” (49). Virginia Blanton argues that Ælfric’s 

life of Æthelthryth reflects the male-centered ideology of the Benedictine reform and 

further claims that one result of the reform was to turn Æthelthryth into a symbol whom 

one venerated in liturgy but not necessarily by pilgrimage and attention to the translated 

body (105-129).  In a direct challenge to Griffiths’and Blanton’s characterizations, Phillip 

Pulsiano insists that “Æthelthryth’s body remains continuously in the forefront, in no 

sense erased, but rather a text upon which is written both her past indiscretion, her 
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present purity (in her chastity), and her future in death as a signifier of God’s power and 

the efficacy of the virginal life” (39).  

Other authors utilize modern critical approaches combined with a call for 

conscious awareness of how Ælfric’s life of Æthelthryth may have been understood by a 

contemporary audience.  In Tradition and Belief, for example, Clare Lees argues for an 

approach that contextualizes a literary work within its culture.  She proposes that Ælfric’s 

treatment of female saints may be part of larger concerns about chastity and about 

transforming female sexuality and desire into a safe model for imitation (146-148).  

Waterhouse applies discourse analysis to episodes involving Æthelthryth’s body (as well 

as to the religious politics in Oswald’s vita);  although the vocabulary and methodology 

are rather cumbersome, her insights emphasize how important it is to consider the 

assumptions, perspective, and knowledge of the original audience in order to understand 

the significance of what is written (Waterhouse, “Discourse and Hypersignification” 333-

334, 340).   

 In this thesis, I propose to explore what can be learned from an analysis of the 

same theme in the three lives despite the differences by which other scholarship has 

divided them.   Furthermore, and bearing in mind Lees’ and Waterhouse’s approach, this 

examination will rest on both careful, detailed analysis of language while respecting what 

these episodes may have meant in their own cultural context.  I anticipate that I will 

devote one chapter to each saint’s life.   

 

V. 

Research Methods 
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Using the Skeat edition of the Lives of the Saints, I will unite the tools of close 

reading and stylistic analysis of the Old English text (using my own translation) with 

reference to scholarship in the fields of Ælfrician and hagiographical study. In addition, I 

anticipate engaging with scholarly work that enhances contextual understanding of these 

works, ranging from Godden’s work on the Anglo-Saxon sense of time to Lerer, Godfrey 

and Chenard’s on the metonymic meaning of body parts in Anglo-Saxon literature.   

 

VI.   

Research Limitations 

 I plan to restrict myself to these three saints’ lives because of their shared 

characteristics and because of the potential value of seeing interrelationships within items 

in one text, the Lives of Saints. (Ælfric also wrote a life of St. Cuthbert, a native bishop 

whose corpse was quite famously incorrupt, but this vita falls outside these parameters.)  

I will use the Skeat edition as it contains all three lives and is the one to which the great 

majority of the scholarship refers.  While I will not be performing a comparison between 

these lives and those of the other saints in this text since such an approach would broaden 

the topic too greatly, I do expect that some reference may be made to events in the 

Maccabees and Kings narratives contained in the Lives of Saints. 

 

VII. 

Tentative Schedule 

Initial submission of proposal…………………………………………November 20, 2014 

Proposal returned for revision……………………………………..........February 24, 2015 
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2nd Proposal draft submitted……………………………………………..........May 1, 2015 

Proposal accepted by research advisor………………………………………..June 1, 2015 

Thesis director assigned………………………………………………………July 1, 2015 

First draft completed……………………………………………………October 20, 2015 

Thesis director returns corrected first draft……………………………November 20, 2015 

Revised draft completed………………………………………………December 20, 2015 

Thesis director returns revised draft……………………………………...February 1, 2016 

Final test submitted to thesis director and research advisor…………….February 15, 2016 

Bound copy approved……………………………………………………..March 15, 2016 

Graduation……………………………………………………………………….May 2016 
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