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The Long Twelfth-Century View of the Anglo-Saxon Past, edited by Martin Brett and David A. 

Woodman (Farnham: Ashgate, 2015; pp. xiv + 423. £85) 

The fourteen papers in this important collection of essays derive from a conference held in 

Cambridge in 2011. Its aim, as Martin Brett explains in the introduction, was to explore the diversity 

of twelfth-century views of the Anglo-Saxon past, rather than offer a new, unified synthesis. This 

commitment, coupled with the willingness of Brett and his co-editor, David Woodman, to give the 

contributors free rein to use as many pages as they needed – the essays range from Rod Thomson’s 

eight-page treatment of William of Malmesbury’s attitude to the Normans in his Commentary on 

Lamentations to Malcolm Thurlby’s fifty-one page article, which offers nothing short of a new history 

of the twelfth-century afterlife of Anglo-Saxon architecture and sculpture – makes for a wonderfully 

rich collection. Several of the essays it contains are of very high quality indeed, and should become 

classics of their topic like Richard Southern’s paper on the ‘The Sense of the Past’ from his Royal 

Historical Society presidential lectures on the European tradition of historical writing and James 

Campbell’s ‘Some Twelfth-Century Views of the Anglo-Saxon Past’, both acknowledged as important 

forebears here. 

While, as I have said, the editors’ decision to give their contributors licence to explore their own 

materials is central to the collection’s achievement, it is nonetheless worth trying to draw some 

generalisations from the wide range of twelfth-century responses to the Anglo-Saxon past those 

contributors discuss. Perhaps one of the most common findings is just how hazy twelfth-century 

memories of that past were. In analysing the late-twelfth-century Anglo-Norman romance, Boeve de 

Haumtone, Judy Weiss calls attention to the ‘shallowly-rooted fiction’ of Boeve’s Englishness, 

conceived – she suggests – for patrons who wanted and apparently needed only ‘a vague sense of 

connectedness to the pre-Conquest past’. In one of the most seminal contributions to the volume, 

Nick Vincent notes that those involved in twelfth-century documentary culture blithely assumed that 

the seals and sealing practices that were for them de rigeur had existed since the beginning of 

English history. Robert Bartlett’s description of this haziness, comparing twelfth-century monks and 

canons to ‘a drunk after a particularly spectacular night of indulgence, waking up to find a muddle of 

objects, some familiar, like a pile of clothes lying in the corner, some less explicable, like the parrot 

cage or the note in the unfamiliar hand’, is particularly striking. In Julia Barrow’s analysis, it was only 

William of Malmesbury who made any serious attempt to resolve this confusion, at least as regards 

the impact of Viking raids on pre-Conquest religious houses. 

One corollary of this haziness is that we need to be careful accepting at face value the evidence of 

twelfth-century historians for pre-Conquest history when contemporary evidence is not available to 

corroborate it. Both Bartlett and Barrow show that twelfth-century writers were far more 

preoccupied with the destructive effects of Viking raids than their Anglo-Saxon forebears. This urges 

caution in accepting their testimony. As David Rollason puts it, paraphrasing Campbell, ‘twelfth-

century historical writing provides … one of those formative moments when our vision of the past is 

shaped, when the broad lines of pre-Conquest English history which we have all been taught ever 

since, were basically laid down’. Twelfth-century historical writing’s investment in emphasising the 

extent of Viking devastation was, as several contributors point out, the consequence of an obsession 

with continuity. Rosalind Love suggests that Folcard’s hagiography for Thorney was designed to 

‘provide the community with a claim to be invoked in every phase of the monastic history of Anglo-

Saxon England’. For Bartlett, monks were ‘unsettled by any fissure’ in their history, often – as Julia 

Crick shows in a key paper here – resorting to forgery to fill it. This was a not unreasonable response, 

since as Vincent argues, the royal chancery, when confronted with the task of deciding the 

legitimacy of a particular claim, took ‘a safety in numbers approach’, looking favourably on series of 
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writs granting the same rights. But none of the contributors really explain why the perception of 

continuity came to assume such importance in the twelfth century, and a philosophical or 

anthropological study of why it did would be of great interest. 

What then did the twelfth century know of the Anglo-Saxon past, and how did it know it? It certainly 

knew about early Anglo-Saxon England, thanks to Bede, whose evidence assumed near inviolable 

status – as both Bartlett and Tessa Webber suggest, Bede’s authority strongly bolstered an 

individual’s claim to sanctity and, in some instances, like that of Ebba of Coldingham, even provided 

the impetus for the retrospective establishment of a cult. It was interested in Cnut and Edward the 

Confessor, whose laws, as Bruce O’Brien shows in another important article, were the most widely-

copied old codes in the twelfth century, even if this did necessitate the back composition of laws for 

Edward, who apparently had not issued any in his lifetime. Cnut’s importance seeminly derived from 

the fact that he, like William, was a foreign conqueror; Edward’s from his status as William’s 

antecessor. This gave him more importance even than Cnut, for, as Vincent’s analysis shows, of the 

seventeen documents of Henry II that make specific reference to pre-Conquest grants or charters, 

the only king referred to in genuine documents is Edward.  

Beyond the new clarity it brings to the understanding of twelfth-century views of the Anglo-Saxon 

past, the essays also offer significant new evidence on a range of issues. These include Webber’s 

observations about how liturgical evidence corroborates or problematises the accepted provenances 

for several manuscripts of Bede’s Historia ecclesiastica, Barrow’s argument that William de Vere may 

have commissioned the Anglo-Norman Vie de seinte Osith and identification of Adrevaldus of 

Fleury’s Miracles of St Benedict as a source for Abbo’s depiction of the Vikings in his Passio sancti 

Eadmundi; Rollason’s inference that cantors may have facilitated the circulation of drafts of key 

historical texts between monasteries, and Elisabeth van Houts’ suggestion that Geoffrey of 

Monmouth may have contacted Robert de Torigni about the ‘Neustrian aspects’ of the Historia 

regum Britanniae. A short review cannot do justice to the breadth and acuity of the insights that 

emerge in the course of the book. 

This, then, is a high-quality and important collection of essays that any university library should own, 

and anyone interested in almost any aspect of Anglo-Saxon and Anglo-Norman England will want to 

read in its entirety. Its quality is a tribute to the editors’ clarity of conception regarding the 

conference and subsequent industry in bringing the book to press, and I can think of no higher praise 

than that it is a worthy tribute to the scholarship of its unofficial dedicatee, the late Nicholas Brooks, 

who died in February 2014.    
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