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Ælfric, St Edmund and St Edwold of Cerne1 

 

At the end of Ælfric’s life of St Edmund, the monk of Cerne comments on the number of 

English men and women venerated as saints: ‘England is not deprived of God’s holy ones’.2 

Ælfric himself wrote few homilies for the feast days of English (or British) saints, however.3 

Cuthbert, Alban, Æthelthryth, Swithun, Oswald of Northumbria and Edmund form only a 

meagre company.4 Ælfric’s limited selection is also conservative. His main source for four of 

these – Cuthbert, Alban, Æthelthryth and Oswald – is Bede, a point Ælfric stresses.5 The 

Benedictine Reformers had promoted a reverence for Bede and the ‘golden age’ of 

Northumbrian monasticism, making Ælfric’s decision to produce vernacular accounts of 

these saints readily understandable.6 Swithun was a natural choice as the patron saint of 

Ælfric’s alma mater, Winchester, but Ælfric’s decision to write a life of St Edmund is less 

explicable. It does not seem the foundation at Bury was monastic in Ælfric’s time (the 

monks later claimed that the house was refounded by Cnut around 1020)7. Nor does it seem 

Bury itself was promoting Edmund’s cult when Ælfric wrote, since Abbo had written his 

Passio sancti Eadmundi at the request of monks of Ramsey and dedicated it to Archbishop 

Dunstan.8 Why, then, did Ælfric write a life of St Edmund? 

 This paper argues that Ælfric wrote a life of St Edmund because he had been sent to 

a new monastery at Cerne, founded by his secular patron, Æthelmær.9 Cerne was thought to 

be the burial place of a hermit called Edwold, the brother of St Edmund. Though St 

Edwold’s cult at Cerne cannot be definitively traced back to Ælfric’s time, it is probable that 

Edwold’s relics were translated to the monastery shortly after its foundation.10 

 Cerne’s ostensible foundation charter, dated 987, details how Æthelmær endowed a 

monastery dedicated to SS. Mary, Peter and Benedict on the advice of King Æthelræd, 

Archbishop Dunstan (d. 988), and Ælfheah, bishop of Winchester.11 He presented the 

monastery with a moderate endowment mostly in Dorset: five estates and several tithes 

immediately, with two more estates promised on his death. The monks were to follow the 

Rule of St Benedict and to be able to choose a secular patron freely. Though the document’s 

authenticity and purpose been questioned,12 it seems to preserve an authentic account of the 

abbey’s pre-Conquest endowment, since all the estates mentioned (except one) belonged to 

Cerne when the Domesday Book was compiled.13 
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 Æthelmær was not Cerne’s only early benefactor, though we cannot identify any 

others. Nine additional estates are mentioned in the Domesday Book,14 which made Cerne 

the eighteenth wealthiest house in England in 1066.15 Late medieval beliefs about the origin 

of Cerne’s early endowment are unreliable. At an inquisition of 1440, the monks asserted 

that King Edgar had presented an ‘Abbot John’ with an estate at Musterton in the parish of 

Piddlehinton and that the Conqueror had given an ‘Abbot William’ estates at Estwerdesford 

and Frome St. Quentin.16 Similarly questionable is Leland’s claim that the despoliation of the 

monastery prompted Cnut to give an estate at Frommutha.17 Indeed, the history of the abbey 

remains obscure until the mid twelfth century when Abbot William Scottus was deposed for 

immorality and replaced, temporarily, by Bernard, prior of Gloucester, events vividly 

chronicled in the letters of Gilbert Foliot.18 Apart from Ælfric, we know the name of only 

one pre-Conquest abbot, Leofsuna, who witnessed a Sherborne charter that dates from 

1012.19 The earliest of the memoranda now bound with the so-called Book of Cerne date from 

between 1142 and 1184, when Joscelin de Bohun was bishop of Salisbury, but appear to 

have been copied in the fourteenth century.20 Brief references by Anglo-Norman historians 

suggest lax discipline at Cerne after the Conquest.21 One Haimo was deposed for simony by 

Anselm in 1102.22 One of his successors, Roger, was a former abbot of Mont-St-Michel who 

had resigned after becoming unpopular with the monks there.23 It is difficult to imagine 

Edwold’s cult being promoted in these troubled years. 

 How and when the monastery at Cerne adopted the cult of St Edwold is not clear. 

Æthelmær’s foundation charter records a dedication to the BVM, and SS. Peter and 

Benedict. The Domesday Book and William of Malmesbury describe a monastery dedicated 

to St Peter alone. However, the Mappa Mundi of Gervase of Canterbury (d. 1210),24 and the 

obituary roll of Amphelissa, prioress of Lillechurch (d. after 1214)25 both record a dedication 

to SS. Peter and Edwold. The notion that the monastery was dedicated to SS. Peter and 

Æthelwold, occasionally repeated by modern historians,26 is recorded only in the list in 

London, BL, Cotton Vespasian, A. xviii, fols. 154r-56v.27 Despite the absence of a formal 

dedication to Edwold before the twelfth century, hagiographical sources suggest Edwold’s 

cult was integral to Æthelmær’s foundation of the monastery. 

 The earliest account of St Edwold is provided by William of Malmesbury in his 

description of Cerne in the Gesta Pontificum.28 After recounting a story originally told by 
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Goscelin in his Vita S. Augustini concerning a divine vision granted to Augustine at Cerne 

and the miraculous appearance of a well there,29 William continues: 

Ibi, succedentibus annis, Eduuoldus frater Edmundi regis et martiris uitam heremeticam solo pane 

cibario et aqua triuit, pertesus, ut fama est, mundi delitarum, quod se et fratrem durior excepisset 

fortuna. Fit enim plerumque ut, aduersitatibus seculi ammonitus, generosus animus ad Deum se 

convertat attentius, qui nec falli nec fallere novit. Et prima quidem uirtus est bene per se velle, 

secunda cogi posse; sed non minoris, ut estimo, deputatur meriti Paulus qui ad bonum flagello coactus 

est aspero, quam Petrus qui libens et statim accurrit uocanti Domino. Eduoldus ergo post religiose 

actam uitam, magna sanctitatis opinione ibi sepultus, dedit occasionem posteriori tempore Egeluuardo 

prediuiti homini ut cenobium eo loco sancto Petro construeret: non ita exiliter ut putatur, quin immo 

habundanter, si illi quorum interest non ea nebulonibus suis sed Dei seruis impertirentur.30 

William, writing around 1125, is our earliest source for several key pieces of information 

concerning St Edwold; that he was the brother of St Edmund of East Anglia and that his 

burial at Cerne ‘gave occasion’ (dedit occasionem) for ‘Egeluuardus’ (presumably Æthelweard, 

Æthelmær’s father) to endow a monastery there. William does not connect Edwold’s 

decision to settle at Cerne with Augustine’s earlier activities there, though later historians 

often inferred a connection.31  There is, however, no mention of any translation of the relics 

of St Edwold, an event which we know from an entry in a Sherborne calendar to have 

occurred before c. 1061 or shortly after.32 For details of this event, we must turn to the life 

of St Edwold included by the mid fourteenth-century hagiographer John of Tynemouth in 

his Sanctilogium Angliae.33 Having accorded Edwold many of the virtues and miracles expected 

of a confessor, the life continues: 

Procurante igitur Almaro episcopo et decernente sancto Dunstano, ossa sancti Edwoldi de terra 

eleuata, cum ad episcopalem sedem Schireburnie ferri deberent, a loco illo moueri non potuerunt. 

Episcopus igitur cum populo genua flectit, orationibus humiliter instans; et Almarus comes qui tunc 

aderat, vt ad Cernelium portaretur si ipse sanctus dignaretur, cum ceteris deum exorat. Et ecce statim 

putares ipsum feretrum vltro exilire, ac etiam exportari velle. Sic ergo beatus Edwoldus pridie idus 

augusti cum magno honore Cernelium deportatur et in ecclesia sancte Marie collocatur; qui et 

innumeris miraculorum signis locum illustrare non desinit. Prefatus vero Almarus monasterium in 

eodem loco fundauit, et multis possessionibus adauxit.34 

There is clearly some confusion here; since ‘Almarus’ (presumably Æthelmær) is presented as 

both ‘comes’ and ‘episcopus’.35 However, the rest of the contents seems more reliable. We 

know from the Sherborne calendar that Edwold’s translation was celebrated on August 12, 

and from Cerne’s foundation charter that Dunstan advised Æthlemær to endow the 

monastery. It may also be significant that the primary source and dedicatee of Abbo’s Passio 
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S. Eadmundi was Dunstan, who had himself been told the story by Æthelstan’s armiger.36 

Dunstan may have been promoting the cults of Edmund and Edwold simultaneously. If 

credible, Sherborne’s frustrated interest in the relics attests to the popularity of Edwold’s cult 

in the late tenth century. 

 Thus, the Sherborne calendar shows that Edwold’s relics had been translated by c. 

1061, and the agreement between the foundation charter and Tynemouth’s life concerning 

the involvement of Dunstan suggests that Dunstan encouraged Æthelmær’s endowment of 

the monastery and translation of the relics. Though St Edwold did not initially appear in the 

monastery’s dedication (and still did not by 1086), by the late twelfth century the monastery 

was dedicated to SS Peter and Edwold. William of Malmesbury shows that Edwold was 

believed to be St Edmund’s brother by c. 1125. 

    It cannot be proven that Ælfric was aware of St Edwold, but the balance of 

probability suggests he knew St Edwold’s local following and knew his connection to St 

Edmund. This may have contributed to Ælfric’s willingness to write a life of St Edmund and 

may explain why the life of St Edmund has a protracted conclusion, focusing on the 

prevalence of ‘God’s holy ones’.37 Ælfric writes: 

Nis angel-cynn bedæled drihtnes halgena . þonne on engla-lande licgaþ swilce halgan swylce þæs halga 

cyning is and cuþberht se eadiga . and sancte æþeldryð on elig . and eac hire swustor ansunde on 

lichaman geleafan to trymminge . Synd eac fela oðre on angel-cynne halgan þe fela wundra wyrcað . 

swa swa hit wide is cuð þam ælmihtigan to lofe . þe he on gelyfdon.38 

Ælfric’s comment that the deeds of English saints are ‘widely known’ repeats his earlier 

disclaimer: 

Fela wundra we gehyrdon on folclicre spræce . be þam halgan eadmunde þe we her nellaþ on gewrite 

settan . ac hi wat gehwa .39 

In both passages, we see Ælfric’s typical earnestness in distinguishing miracles that are  

appropriate to be set down in writing from further deeds of Edmund (and other English 

saints) that circulated orally. Ælfric’s acknowlegement of popular stories of saints, 

particularly stories concerning Edmund, seems to reflect his awareness of the popular cult of 

Cerne’s local saint of choice, Edwold. 

 Ælfric’s involvement in the promotion of English saints in late Anglo-Saxon 

England has rarely occasioned comment.40 His Lives of Saints, produced at the request of 

Ealdorman Æthelweard and his son Æthelmær contained lives of Alban, Æthelthryth, 

Swithun, Oswald of Northumbria and Edmund. He had earlier included a Life of St 
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Cuthbert in his second series of Catholic Homilies. None of these lives were included in 

Ælfric’s main hagiographical source, the Cotton-Corpus legendary,41 so their inclusion 

required his specific initiative.42 Ælfric also restyled and abridged one of the most important 

contemporary works of Latin hagiography: his Vita S. Æthelwoldi, though seemingly abridged 

from Wulfstan of Winchester’s more extensive life, is dedicated to Cenwulf, bishop of 

Winchester, which suggests Ælfric envisaged it as more than an epitome for his personal use. 

Moreover,  it is not overly implausible to suggest from the evidence above that Ælfric is 

likely to have had some involvement in the management of the cult of St Edwold at Cerne, 

however intangible that involvement is for us now. This may be yet another way in which 

Ælfric’s role as “munuc and mæssepreost” of the newly-founded Dorset monastery at Cerne 

is reflected, however quietly, in his prodigous literary output that obtained a national 

audience.43 
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honour on the day before the Ides of August [12 August] and placed in the church of St Mary; and he does not 
cease to illuminate that place with the innumerable signs of miracles. Truly, the aforementioned Almar founded 
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35 The bishop of Sherborne in 987 was Æthelsige I (978x979-991x993). 
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concerning St Æthelthryth. See M. Lapidge & M. Winterbottom, eds., Wulfstan of Winchester: Life of St 
Æthelwold. Oxford Medieval Texts. Oxford: Clarendon Press, 1991, cxlviii-cxlix; M. Lapidge, The Cult of St 
Swithun. Winchester Studies 4. ii. Oxford: Clarendon Press, 2003: 555-7.  
43 For another recent attempt, see J. Wilcox, ‘Ælfric in Dorset and the Landscape of Pastoral Care’, Pastoral 
Care in Late Anglo-Saxon England ed. F. Tinti. Woodbridge: Boydell, 2005. 52-62. 


