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TOM LICENCE, ed., Bury St Edmunds and the Norman Conquest. Woodbridge, UK, and Rochester, NY: 

Boydell Press, 2014. Pp. xiii, 266; 33 black-and-white figures. $99. ISBN: 978-1-84383-931-6. 

By 1086, the East Anglian monastery of Bury St Edmunds had become the fourth richest abbey in 

England. One of the major architects of its success was Baldwin, a monk of Saint-Denis who had 

served as Edward the Confessor’s physician, and was abbot of Bury from 1065 until 1097. Though 

not its eponymous hero, it is Baldwin who is the star of the majority of papers in this fine collection 

of essays. 

After a brief introduction by the editor, Tom Licence, Bury St Edmunds and the Norman Conquest 

begins with a wide-ranging overview by David Bates of Bury’s history in the immediate post-

Conquest period. In its tracing of Baldwin’s ongoing contact with Saint-Denis and his probable role in 

the diffusion of St Edmund’s cult on the continent, his article anticipates one of the major themes of 

the volume, Bury’s close connections with continental religious houses. These are further explored 

in the subsequent paper by Thomas Waldmann on the production at Saint-Denis in the first half of 

the eleventh century of both books and documents, including purported charters of Kings Offa and 

Edgar, the concoction of which may have encouraged Baldwin’s own willingness to use forgeries 

when securing Bury’s endowment. Sarah Foot then provides an overview of the Bury archive in 

Baldwin’s day, an article that offers a welcome foretaste of the long-awaited Bury volume in the 

British Academy’s Anglo-Saxon Charters series, which she is co-editing with Kathryn Lowe. Elisabeth 

van Houts investigates the evidence for Herman the Archdeacon’s description of women as ‘St 

Edmund’s especial glory’, collecting together what can be discovered about the twenty-eight nonnae 

living near the abbey during Baldwin’s time as abbot. 

The historical concerns apparent in these four articles begin to shade into the interest in the daily 

religious life of the monastery characteristic of the following four papers with Eric Fernie’s brief 

overview of the construction history of Baldwin’s abbey. Tom Licence turns the focus on Edmund’s 

cult, first in a short contribution that persuasively locates the early career of Herman, the author of a 

collection of Edmund’s miracles, at the abbey of St Vincent in Metz and the school run there by 

Sigebert of Gembloux, and then in an account of the hagiography of Edmund by Herman and 

Goscelin of Saint-Bertin. Next come two of the strongest papers in the collection: Henry Parkes’ 

study of the liturgical celebration of St Edmund at Bury and Tessa Webber’s analysis of the abbey’s 

manuscripts, which provides an enthrallingly precise account of when and where several of the 

liturgical books are likely to have been used. 

Fittingly given Baldwin’s expertise in this area, the book closes with three essays on medicine. 

Michael Gullick provides a detailed and lavishly-illustrated palaeographical analysis of London, 

British Library, MS Sloane 1621, produced at Saint-Denis in the second quarter of the eleventh 

century, brought to Bury ‘in Baldwin’s entourage, if not his baggage’ as Debby Banham later puts it, 

and there supplemented by at least twelve hands. Banham’s own contribution examines the 

contents of this book, tentatively suggesting that these annotators were Baldwin’s apprentices, and 

that the production at Bury in the second or third decade of the twelfth century of London, British 

Library, MS. Royal 12 C. xxiv, the subject of the collection’s final essay by Véronique Thouroude, 

might indicate that this school outlasted Baldwin. There is an index, though only of themes, a 

limitation that, somewhat regrettably, makes it easier to locate references to monsters and 

masturbation than to particular manuscripts. 
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Licence’s introduction frames this collection of essays as a successor to Anglo-Norman Durham 

edited by David Rollason, Margaret Harvey and Michael Prestwich and published in 1994 and 

Canterbury and the Norman Conquest edited by Richard Eales and Richard Sharpe and published one 

year later, and it more than holds its own against these two important books. As Teresa Webber 

observes in her essay, ‘modern study of medieval monastic life has tended to treat separately its 

liturgical, devotional, intellectual and economic elements’: the great strength of this collection is its 

attempt to describe the totality of the religious life of the abbey, particularly the liturgy, which as 

Parkes persuasively shows , would have been absolutely foundational to the monks’ intellectual 

horizons. The origin of the papers in a conference held in Bury in March 2012 means that the essays 

are consistently in dialogue and it is only rarely that the reader wishes for further discussion of 

disparate interpretations, as, for instance, when Parkes notes that in the early twelfth century the 

monks adopted a new set of lessons based on Goscelin’s revision of Herman’s Miracula, a revision 

Licence claims here and elsewhere had been comissioned by the abbey’s quondam arch-enemy and 

diocesan bishop, Herbert de Losinga. Had the monks forgotten this?  

Indeed, the only serious quibble I have with this collection is why the Norman Conquest had to 

feature in its title. The individual contributors only rarely mention 1066, and when they do, are often 

somewhat ambivalent about its effect on Bury’s history during Baldwin’s abbacy. Bates, for instance, 

judges it likely that Baldwin would have developed links between Bury and Saint-Denis ‘without the 

Norman Conquest having taken place’. Several of the articles attest to the longevity of particular 

practices across 1066, with Fernie noting that the Anglo-Saxon wooden church was still standing in 

1095 and Parkes observing that the pre-Conquest antiphon ‘Martyri adhuc’ was sung at the election 

of Abbot Sampson in 1182. The most emphatic proponent of 1066 as catastrophe is van Houts who 

avers that ‘at aristocratic and thegnly level the male population was decimated at the battlefield at 

Hastings’, yet even she dates the major transition in Bury’s treatment of women to the abbacy of 

Anselm of St Saba, when the nonnae that congregated there under Baldwin had all but disappeared. 

Whether it was the editor or the publishers who made the decision to put the Norman Conquest in 

the title, it does not serve the material particularly well. 

Despite my qualms on this point (and I’m not naïve enough to believe that a book called Baldwin, 

Abbot of Bury St Edmunds would have found favour with a hard-nosed publisher), this is an 

important collection of essays that anyone interested in the history and culture of England in the 

eleventh and twelfth centuries should read. Not only does it provide a sophisticated analysis of the 

history of one monastery during a period of change, but in the breadth of its vision, it establishes a 

compelling blueprint for future work on medieval religious life. 
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