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ABSTRACT: 

Key Words: Durham, cultural memory, medieval history 

Cultural memory is the collective perception of a group on their own history, and the way in 
which remembrance and emphasis of specific elements of that history build the identity of a 
culture. The formation and alteration of cultural memory throughout history has become an 
important area of interest in the field of history, as this building of identity and memory informs 
how cultures operate and view themselves to this day. English memory has been built and 
changed throughout time by various invading groups, and has contributed to the enduring legacy 
of the British people that exists to this day. This project seeks to examine the ways in which the 
cultural memory of the Anglo-Saxon people was altered after the Norman Invasion through 
historical propaganda, particularly the writings of Symeon of Durham, and the building of 
Durham Cathedral. Symeon, a Norman monk in Durham, is a figure who shows the power of 
memory in the middle ages, as he effectively rewrote the history of the monks who came before 
him, giving the new Norman population of Durham an imagined history of themselves in that 
place. The Normans also built Durham Cathedral as a way to consolidate power and legitimize 
their reign through an emphasized devotion to the religious scene in Durham. Through analysis 
of historical documents and religious art used as a means of political and religious manipulation 
by the Normans, this thesis examines the pre-Norman cultural memory of Durham and delves 
into the ways that perception changed to include the Normans and merge the two groups into 
one. 
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CHAPTER I: Introduction 

 The term “cultural memory,” or “historical memory,” is a relatively new one within the 

field of history. Modern scholars tend to classify this term as a group’s collective perception of 

their own history, and the ways in which remembrance and emphasis of specific elements of that 

history build the identity of a culture. But cultural memory may be best understood as, “not 

simply ‘what happened’ in the past, but the stories we tell about what happened in the past.”1 

Essentially, cultural memory is the way that a people remember their history, rather than what is 

written in historical documentation. “The subject of ‘memory’ and ‘commemoration’ has 

become a popular field of study for medievalists over the last few years, often linked to the 

similarly fashionable subject of identity,”2 as this building of historical sense of community 

informs how cultures operate and view themselves to this day. The alteration of remembered 

history has been used by invading forces throughout time to recreate the identity of a people. 

This is the tactic that was used by the Normans to consolidate their power over the Anglo-Saxons 

in the North of England in the late eleventh and early twelfth centuries. While history, the truth 

of what happened in the past, never changes, perception of the past, particularly the perception of 

historians, is malleable and can often be used to manipulate and subjugate populations.3 In fact, 

“history as given chronicle or unproblematic ‘truth’ simply does not exist and so cannot serve as 

a master narrative,”4 but can serve as a lens through which to analyze a groups collective 

memory and perception of themselves. Cultural memory is a phenomenon on the cutting edge of 

                                                           
1 "The Medieval Period." In The Broadview Anthology of British Literature: The Medieval Period, by Don LePan et 
al., xxviii - lxi. (Peterborough, Ontario: Broadview Press, 2009), xxix.  
2 Charles Insley, "Remembering Communities Past: Exeter Cathedral in the Eleventh Century." In Cathedrals, 

Communities and Conflict in the Anglo-Norman World, by Paul Dalton, Charles Insley, and Louis J. Wilkinson, 
(Rochester: The Boydell Press, 2011), 41. 
3 Gabrielle M. Spiegel, The Past as Text: The Theory and Practice of Medieval Historiography. (Baltimore: Johns 
Hopkins University Press, 1997), 4. 
4 Ibid, 22.  
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historical research, and is still only beginning to be studied as its own distinct sub-field, and very 

little research has been done that explicitly focuses on the roles of Symeon of Durham and 

Durham Cathedral in creating and altering cultural memory in the Anglo-Norman period. This 

thesis seeks to identify pertinent aspects of Anglo-Saxon history that were used to build their 

identity as a people, and to examine the way that the historical writings of Norman religious and 

political figures manipulated the significance of that history to merge the Norman and Anglo-

Saxons cultural memories and legitimize the ruling authority of the new Norman kings.  

Symeon of Durham, twelfth-century monk, historian of Northern Britain, and the focus of 

this study, wrote so powerfully that his historical text helped to manipulate Anglo-Saxon 

memory and legitimized Norman authority in the North. Symeon was a displaced monk in a 

foreign land. He and his community of Norman monks were brought to Durham by Bishop 

William of Saint-Calais to replace the previously secular community of the church there. They 

had no connection to the city, no history of their own to form an identity in that place. But they 

arrived in a place somewhat familiar, as “cathedrals and the religious communities based in them 

were a well-established and prominent feature of the ecclesiastical landscape of the British Isles 

and Normandy,”5 and the new community was thusly able to settle into the area with a degree of 

historical manipulation. Symeon imagines a history for himself and his fellow monks, saying, 

“nevertheless by virtue of the constancy of its faith, the dignity and authority of its episcopal 

throne, and the status of the dwelling-place of monks established there by the king himself and 

by Bishop Aidan, it is still the very same church founded by God's command.”6 Based on the 

                                                           
5 Paul Dalton, Charles Insley, and Louise J. Wilkinson, Cathedrals, Communities and Conflict in the Anglo-Norman 

World (Rochester: The Boydell Press, 2011), 1. 
6 Symeon of Durham, Libellus de Exordio Atque Porcursu Istius, Hoc Est Dunhelmensis, Ecclesie (Tract on the 

Origins and Progress of this the Church of Durham) Translated and Edited by David Rollason (Oxford: Clarendon 
Press, 2000), 17. 
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writings of Bede, historian of the Anglo-Saxons, Symeon wrote a history of the English up to his 

own time, seamlessly merging the Anglo-Saxons and Normans into one people united under 

dedication to a common religious figure, St. Cuthbert, the patron saint of the North. Through this 

production of historical propaganda, Symeon’s writings helped to alter Anglo-Saxon perception 

and created a new cultural memory in British history.   

Symeon is a figure who shows the power of memory in the middle ages, as he effectively 

rewrote the history of the monks who came before him, giving the new Norman population of 

Durham an imagined history of themselves in that place. The study of memory within the field of 

history has become an important discipline, as cultures throughout time have built identity from 

memories of events they never directly experienced but nonetheless inform how they operate and 

view themselves to this day. One major focus in the field of cultural memory in Britain is how 

the remembered history of various groups has been used to manipulate the population. Symeon is 

important in the area of historiography in Norman England, but not much work has been done on 

his role in creating the memory of the time period, even though he is one of the most influential 

writers in building cultural identity. From the earliest peoples in Britain to the modern age, 

building a memory based on a collective, or at least seemingly collective, history has been very 

important to the flourishing and continuity of culture brought by an invading group. Gabrielle M. 

Spiegel also notes that studying historiography in the medieval period requires recognizing, “that 

for the medieval chronicler the events he recorded were also the structure of his history.”7 This is 

particularly important in the case of Symeon of Durham, as he chronicles both events in his own 

time as well as a time he was unfamiliar with, having come from France to England in a 

                                                           
7 Gabrielle M. Spiegel, The Past as Text: The Theory and Practice of Medieval Historiography. (Baltimore: Johns 
Hopkins University Press, 1997), 100. 
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turbulent period in English history. Through his writing of the Libellus de Exordio, he created 

the structure of his own history and the imagined history of the monastic community in which he 

lived in Durham. Symeon’s work in his history of England shows this importance in the Norman 

era, and reveals that the Normans saw the necessity of merged histories in creating a transitioned 

memory in their own time and for posterity. His rewriting of history succeeded, as nearly one-

thousand years after the Norman takeover the British population still has a sense of the 

importance of the Norman kings in establishing the modern monarchy and what it means to be 

“English” today.  

In 1066, William the Conqueror defeated Harold Godwinson at the Battle of Hastings. 

Both the North and South of England saw war and many Anglo-Saxons were massacred before 

the fighting stopped and the Normans officially took control of the land. The takeover of the 

south was violent throughout, but following the Harrying of the North,8 the tactics used there to 

assert Norman authority were much subtler and took more time. Norman power did not truly 

reach the North for nearly fifteen years following the initial conquest of Britain, and the real 

implementation of Norman authoritative power was not present until 1080 when William of 

Saint-Calais was named Bishop of Durham. Three years later, he expelled the lay clergy of the 

White Church at Durham (which is the modern day site of the cathedral) and moved a 

Benedictine community of monks in from Normandy. He then began plans for the building of a 

new church, Durham Cathedral which was begun in 1093 under the bishop as well as Prior 

                                                           
8 The Harrying of the North (also called the “Harrowing”) was a series of campaigns to subjugate the North of 
England perpetrated by William the Conqueror from 1069 to 1070. After subduing, for the most part, the South of 
England, William learned of the arrival of Sweyn II of Denmark who had come to the island to aid Edgar the 
Atheling, the last king of Wessex who had a claim to the throne. The primary objective of the harrying appears to be 
to lay waste to the North in order to prevent and discourage revolts, as well as to devastate the population to isolate 
and remove his enemies. After William had slaughtered what he thought to be an appropriate number of Anglo-
Saxons to make the North subservient, he returned to the South to continue consolidating his power. William also 
managed to make peace with the invading Danes, paying them to return to Denmark, an offer they easily accepted.   
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Turgot, who is credited with the oversight of most of the project. It is around this time that 

Symeon of Durham, at the behest of Bishop William, began to write about the building of the 

cathedral and the history of the church community there. Symeon was a Norman Benedictine 

monk who was moved to Durham by William of Saint-Calais. He was a talented scholar and 

worked in transcribing and writing histories. Around 1096, he completed his Libellus de Exordio, 

or “Tract of Origins,” on Durham Cathedral, commissioned by Bishop William, which is an 

account of the progress of the construction of the church as well as a history of the English 

people. Much of his history surrounds St. Cuthbert, the patron saint of the North, who was 

interred in Durham Cathedral in 1104 after being found uncorrupted in his tomb, a miracle that 

Symeon is said to have witnessed. He uses the historical parts of his tract to meld the Normans 

and Anglo-Saxons together under a shared devotion to St. Cuthbert.  

Symeon, however, also uses the conquest of the Anglo-Saxon lands almost ironically in 

the Tract of Origins, as he berates the Anglo-Saxon people in order to show the goodness and 

ruling rights of the Norman people. He describes the setting of Durham as abysmal when the 

Normans reach it, creating the idea that the Normans are doing a service by intervening and 

improving the condition of Durham, while at the same time clearly placing blame upon the 

Anglo-Saxons for bad stewardship of their lands.  Of William’s arrival in Durham, Symeon says, 

“…he found the saint’s land virtually desolate, and he perceived that the place which the saint 

renders illustrious by the presence of his body was shamefully destitute and provided with a 

degree of service inappropriate to his sanctity.”9 Symeon emphasizes that William intends to 

treat the great saint of the Anglo-Saxons better than even they did, painting him in a heroic and 

                                                           
9 Symeon of Durham, Libellus de Exordio Atque Porcursu Istius, Hoc Est Dunhelmensis, Ecclesie (Tract on the 

Origins and Progress of this the Church of Durham) Translated and Edited by David Rollason (Oxford: Clarendon 
Press, 2000), 225. 
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sympathetic light. Creating the image of the Normans as protectors of the saint lends support to 

the idea that they are the rightful rulers of the land due to their care for the land. 

Through the deliberate manipulation of both the written and unwritten history of the 

Anglo-Saxons, Norman writers, such as Symeon, were able to create an imagined history of the 

Normans in England and to help subjugate the remaining population under the somewhat 

legitimized authority of the new Norman kings. This type of manipulation has occurred 

throughout British history, from the Anglo-Saxon manipulation of the history of the Britons and 

appropriation of elements of Roman history, to the continued memory of the Celts and Druids 

with such little remaining recorded history of the peoples. Benedict Anderson, in his immensely 

popular Imagined Communities: Reflections on the Origin and Spread of Nationalism, discusses 

the importance of remembered history and sense of shared community in creating the modern 

phenomenon of nationalism.10 Analysis of manipulation of history and memory in the Anglo-

Norman period can help us to understand how memory was created in the past, and the effects 

that it creates in carrying down to the modern day.  

  

                                                           
10 Benedict Anderson, Imagined Communities: Reflections on the Origin and Spread of Nationalism. (London: 
Verso, 1996), 187. 
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CHAPTER II: The Memory of the Anglo-Saxons 

To speak to how the Anglo-Saxons’ perception of themselves was manipulated by 

Norman writers, we must first understand who the Anglo-Saxons were and what shared historical 

memory made them one people. Bede records that the Anglo-Saxons first came to England in the 

year 44911 for the ostensible purpose of aiding the Britons12 in their war against the Picts.13 But 

the Anglo-Saxons were not always “Anglo-Saxon,” but rather arrived on the island as three 

different Germanic peoples – the Angles, the Saxons, and the Jutes. The Angles hailed from what 

is now central Denmark, the Saxons, from the modern Denmark/Germany border, and the Jutes 

so named for their region of origin, Jutland. This group of invaders likely also included the 

Frisians, another Germanic tribe that originally settled in what is now northern Germany. After 

lending their assistance to the Britons, these groups decided that they rather liked the island and 

pushed the native population to the west into the region of modern-day Wales.14 The Jutes, along 

                                                           
11

 The Anglo-Saxon Chronicle. Translated by Rev. James Ingram. (London: Everyman Press, 1912), 23.  
12 The Britons were a people who lived in Britain in the Iron Age during the Roman and post-Roman eras on the 
island. They were a Celtic population, primarily composed of tribes that changed and migrated over the island in the 
areas of modern-day England. They warred throughout the post-Roman period, prior to the arrival of the Anglo-
Saxons, with the Picts, and were primarily pushed out of their territory into the western corner of the island (Wales) 
when the Anglo-Saxons arrived, with a few instances of small populations remaining and being assumed into the 
invading population. The first documented evidence of the Britons comes from histories written during the Roman 
occupation of Britain, but it is generally believed that the Britons occupied the island several centuries before, being 
a subset of Celts that had migrated south and inhabited regions throughout the whole of Britain. Geoffrey of 
Monmouth in his History of the Kings of Britain says that the island of Britain was, “inhabited by five different 
nations, the Britons, Romans, Saxons, Picts, and Scots; whereof the Britons before the rest did formerly possess the 
whole island from sea to sea, till divine vengeance, punishing them for their pride, made them give way to the Picts 
and Saxons.” The Britons, thusly, are considered to be the originating peoples of the “English,” also being 
referenced as the native people of the land in Bede’s Historia Ecclesiastica and throughout the Middle Ages in other 
sources including Arthurian romances. 
13 The Picts were a tribal group of warrior peoples hailing from eastern and northern Scotland, thought to have 
inhabited the region throughout Roman occupation and into the early Middle Ages. Like the Britons, they are first 
referenced in existing accounts from the Romans, but records and histories are thought to have existed in their native 
Pictish language, though not much is known of the language, its origins, or its usage throughout the eras of 
occupation, except that it is thought to be related to the Brittonic language spoken by the Britons. The Picts are also 
referenced in Bede’s Historia Ecclesiastica and in various other histories until the Anglo-Saxon period when it is 
thought that the Picts merged with Gaels.  
14 James Campbell, Eric John, and Patrick Wormald, The Anglo-Saxons. (London: Penguin Books, 1991), 23.  
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with the Frisians slowly left, died out, or were simply absorbed into the two dominant groups, 

which became one under the term “Anglo-Saxons.” But the Anglo-Saxons did not become this 

one people immediately. It took many years for the disparate groups to merge and cement 

themselves as one group rather than a conglomeration of three or four. Only after this 

solidification of a somewhat unified group identity did purposeful histories begin to be written in 

order to build a memory of these people. 

The first true history of the English, with the term English referring to the extant ruling 

group at the time the history was written, i.e. the Anglo-Saxons, is the Venerable Bede’s Historia 

Ecclesiastica Gentis Anglorum, or Ecclesiastical History of the English People. This historical 

work was extremely important to the Anglo-Saxon people, as it told not only how they came to 

be one people, but explained facets of their culture and identity, such as their religiosity and the 

obstacles they had faced that made them the warrior people that they were. Bede records their 

history from the Roman Empire up to the time of its completion in the year 731, just three years 

before Bede’s death.15 He also records the lives of various saints, playing heavily into the 

religious dedication of the Anglo-Saxons. Because of Bede’s work in establishing and 

propagating the memory of the Anglo-Saxons as a people, he is regarded as the foremost scholar 

of his age16 and one of the most important figures in Anglo-Saxon culture up to the time of the 

Norman Invasion, which is the primary reason that Symeon’s work relies so much on Bede’s 

work and name as support for his Norman propaganda writings. But this larger than life 

recognition and influence associated with Bede and his work begs the question of who Bede was 

and what allowed him to speak to the identity of the Anglo-Saxons as a people. Even more than 

                                                           
15 The Anglo-Saxon Chronicle. Translated by Rev. James Ingram (London: Everyman Press, 1912), 45.  
16 James Campbell, Eric John, and Patrick Wormald, The Anglo-Saxons. (London: Penguin Books, 1991), 70. 
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who he was, in examination of his meaning in Anglo-Saxon culture, one must wonder why a 

single man’s work was so pervasive and influential in that time and whether or not the answer to 

that question is that Bede served to fill an absence in Anglo-Saxon culture with his writings and 

further unite them under a canonical account of how they came to be that was so powerful, it 

persisted in memory in his time and for centuries to follow.  

To understand Bede’s work and his importance to Anglo-Saxon memory and identity, it 

is important to first know who he was and what position he held in society. Bede is termed “the 

Venerable,” but it took a life of sacrifice, dedication, and illustrative scholarship to earn that title. 

Bede was born in 673 on land that belonged to the monastery at Wearmouth. When he was seven 

years old, he entered the monastery to be educated under the care of Abbot Benedict Biscop. 

Several years later, he moved to the twin monastery of Wearmouth17 at Jarrow, a new foundation 

of the Wearmouth monastery,18 under the guidance of Abbot Ceolfrith. He remained at Jarrow as 

a monk for the rest of his life, where he produced his Historia Ecclesiastica as well as lives of 

saints and other religious figures. During his life, Jarrow was a center of excellence concerning 

learning and transmission of ancient knowledge.19 It was here that Bede underwent most of his 

education, including Biblical education, Latin learning, and spending time in studying the 

histories of Rome, which no doubt taught him how to compile and write his own history. Bede 

dedicated himself to his monastic community and to his education, taking every opportunity he 

had to spend more time learning and preserving the knowledge that he clearly came to value 

from a young age. He was ingrained in monastic life from the age of seven until his death in 734 

                                                           
17 James Campbell, Eric John, and Patrick Wormald, The Anglo-Saxons. (London: Penguin Books, 1991), 70. 
18 The monasteries of Wearmouth and Jarrow are now referred to as one, i.e. Wearmouth-Jarrow. While they are two 
separate abbeys, they are close and deeply connected to one another.  
19 Bede, Ecclesiastical History of the English People. Translated by Leo Sherly-Price, Revised by R.E. Latham. 
(London: Penguin Books, 1955), 20. 
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at the age of 61. He was one of the best educated men of his age, and his scholarship shows that 

not only in its merit as text, but in the value conferred upon him and his writings in his own time 

and in the centuries following.  

But what exactly is the importance of the Historia Ecclesiastica of Bede, and what does it 

contain that was so powerful that it helped to solidify Anglo-Saxon cultural identity and 

memory? It is clear that there was an apparent need for a written record of what exactly the 

Anglo-Saxon identity was, something that could be referenced, and from which stories could be 

told. This necessity was fulfilled in the Historia Ecclesiastica of Bede, who himself notes the 

need to have a compiled history to demonstrate identity to future generations, saying, “I have 

labored honestly to transmit whatever I could ascertain from common report for the instruction 

of posterity.”20 From his studies, he developed a predilection for the history of his own people 

and a sense of united “Englishness”, as well as a clear passion for spreading the knowledge he 

held to his contemporaries and generations to come. The Historia Ecclesiastica gives an 

overview of the history of the Anglo-Saxons and the Isle of Britain from its earliest inhabitants to 

Bede’s own time, with special preference given to saints and other religious figures. One of the 

most important facets of English history that Bede records is how the English became 

Christianized. For the Anglo-Saxons at the time of its production, and particularly later in their 

history, the stories of the conversion of their ancestors was extremely important due to their 

highly religious nature. The Christianity of the Anglo-Saxons, with attention paid to Anglo-

Saxon saints, is a primary focus of Bede’s in writing his history, including multiple chapters 

specifically dedicated to conversion tales, including, but not limited to: “How King Edwin21 and 

                                                           
20 Bede, Ecclesiastical History of the English People. Translated by Leo Sherly-Price, Revised by R.E. Latham. 
(London: Penguin Books, 1955) 43.  
21 King Edwin, or St. Edwin of Northumbria, was the first Christian Anglo-Saxon king (of Deira and Bernicia), 
ruling from 616 to 633. He converted to Christianity in 626/7, and was venerated as a saint after dying in battle. 
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his nation became Christians; and where Paulinus baptized them,” “How the province of the East 

Angles received the faith of Christ,” “How the province of the Midland Angles became Christian 

under King Peada,” and “How under King Sigbert, through the preaching of Cedd, the East 

Saxons again received the faith, which they had before cast off.”22 Describing the 

Christianization of the various kingdoms of the Anglo-Saxon also helped to solidify their identity 

as a singular people, as their shared religion was a primary factor that united the disparate 

communities of Angles and Saxons.  

The value of Christianity is apparent and prevalent throughout the Historia Ecclesiastica, 

with Bede speaking particularly highly of the Christian kings and saints in comparison to the 

heroes of pre-Christian, pagan Britain. “Bede’s life and work constitute the most important 

monument, and the most striking symbol, of the highly dramatic cultural changes that followed 

the conversion of the Anglo-Saxons.”23 As James Campbell says here, Bede was representative 

of one of the first generations of Anglo-Saxons born into a Christian community, and indeed, 

probably one of the first to essentially be raised by the church. England was far from being 

completely devoid of Christianity up to this time, of course. When the Romans ruled over the 

island, there was apparent Christian influence, though it is unclear exactly when the religion 

gained prominence among Roman inhabitants in Britain. There is also evidence, in artefacts and 

recorded histories, such as that of Gildas, that the native Britons and Celts took up Christianity as 

their own religion as well, an idea that is corroborated in the memory carried down to later 

medieval sources like Geoffrey of Monmouth’s History of the Kings of Britain and in Arthurian 

                                                           
22 Bede, Bede’s Ecclesiastical History of England. Edited by B. Colgrave and R.A.B. Mynors. (Oxford: Clarendon 
Press, 1969), v-vii.   
23 James Campbell, Eric John, and Patrick Wormald, The Anglo-Saxons. (London: Penguin Books, 1991), 70. 
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romances that consistently depict the Britons as Christian.24 Bede himself attests that the Britons 

were Christian, citing Christianity as the chief religion of the inhabitants as early as 177 when 

Lucius, king of Britain, wrote a letter to Pope Eleutherus entreating that he become a Christian.25 

He records, in fact, a continuous history of Christianity up until the arrival of the pagan people 

that eventually became the Anglo-Saxons. Bede’s inclusion of the long history of Christianity in 

England and his focus on the conversion of the Anglo-Saxons to Christianity allowed him to fit 

his people into a greater, overarching history and tradition that predated their arrival in the 

country.  

In linking the Anglo-Saxons piety to the longer tradition of Christianity on the island, 

Bede created an imagined history and a more far-reaching memory for the Anglo-Saxons. Earlier 

in his narrative, Bede describes how his people came into Britain to help the native population 

against the Picts, but quickly chose to oppose the Britons and take over the land. The Britons 

being Christian and the original groups of Angles, Saxons, and Jutes being pagan, this history 

could easily be read with the Anglo-Saxons as villains rather than the pious, proper rulers of 

England. The Historia Ecclesiastica, however, is not a story of villainy on the part of the Anglo-

Saxons, but is a story of redemption. He tells how his people became Christians kingdom by 

kingdom through the conversion of kings and other political figures: “Edwin was so zealous for 

the true worship, that he likewise persuaded Earpwald, king of the East Angles, and son of 

Redwald, to abandon his idolatrous superstitions, and with his whole province to receive the faith 

and mysteries of Christ.”26 Bede’s writing thusly appears to be a justification for the actions of 

                                                           
24 Geoffrey of Monmouth, History of the Kings of Britain. Translated by Aaron Thompson, with Revisions by J.A. 
Giles. (Cambridge: In Parentheses Publications, 1999), 70. 
25 Bede, Bede’s Ecclesiastical History of England. Edited by B. Colgrave and R.A.B. Mynors. (Oxford: Clarendon 
Press, 1969), 19. 
26 Ibid, 69.   
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his ancestors, and a suggestion that the Anglo-Saxons of his time were a better people because 

they were no longer pagan. This was important in Bede’s age, particularly to those in 

monasteries and the church, searching for a way to atone for the paganism of those who came 

before them, and even more important to much later generations, looking to the astute Christian 

morals of their ancestors and the way in which they became outstanding figures of the Christian 

faith. The Ecclesiastical History, as its name implies, is a history of the church in England from 

Roman occupation until “the present state of the English nation, or of all Britain. [725-731 

A.D.]”27 The basis of the text is a history of the inhabitants of England in a religious context, and 

the inclusion of the Anglo-Saxons’ pagan past serves to emphasize their heightened religiosity in 

the modern (eighth-century) day. Bede’s era was a golden age of flourishing Christianity 

throughout the isle, producing staggering numbers of educated monks dedicated to the 

preservation of Christian texts and the production of manuscripts attesting to that piety and 

dedication.  

The greatest examples of Christian piety in Anglo-Saxon England are in the lives of 

saints, some of which were contemporaries of Bede, whose acts of God he recorded for posterity, 

the chief among which was St. Cuthbert. St. Cuthbert is among the first of the Anglo-Saxon 

saints, and beyond that, is one of the first Anglo-Saxon saints to earn that distinction through 

miracles attributed to him in his lifetime and after his death.  The Historia Ecclesiastica contains 

chapters describing, “How Cuthbert, a man of God, was made bishop,”28 “How this bishop 

foretold that his own death was at hand to the anchorite Herebert,”29 and “How his body was 

found altogether uncorrupted after it had been buried eleven years.”30 In addition to these 

                                                           
27 Ibid, 179.  
28 Ibid, 142. 
29 Ibid, 144. 
30 Ibid, 146.  
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important inclusions within his history, Bede also wrote a prose account of St. Cuthbert’s life 

called the Vita Sancti (St.) Cuthberti, or Life of St. Cuthbert. Herein, Bede describes the events of 

Cuthbert’s life from his birth in 634 to his death as a hermit near Lindisfarne on March 20, 687. 

Bede begins his life of Cuthbert by calling him “the child of God,” but also revealing that in his 

actual childhood, he was not pious. Bede describes him as being given to “wantonness” up to the 

age of eight, and asserts that “he did not yet know the Lord, neither was the word of the Lord yet 

revealed to him.”31 He was converted to Christianity in his youth, and over the course of his 

sixty-one years, became dedicated to the faith. His life is almost allegorical and representative of 

the journey of the Anglo-Saxons themselves from the “wantonness” of paganism to the virtuosity 

of Christianity. This is seemingly why Cuthbert was of such great importance to the Anglo-

Saxons, as he himself followed the same course of Christian enlightenment as the Anglo-Saxons 

as a people. But Cuthbert became much more than a simple reformed pagan over the course of 

his lifetime. In 651,32 after he had been convicted to follow the Lord, it happened that Cuthbert 

“saw the soul of the holy Bishop Aidan carried to heaven by angels,”33 while watching after 

sheep. Bede records that after this vision, Cuthbert fully dedicated himself to God and earning 

everlasting life in his kingdom, and that after learning that Aidan had passed away into that 

kingdom at the same hour that Cuthbert saw his vision, he “decided to seek a monastery.”34   

This monastery was at Ripon, where he stayed until he moved to Melrose where he 

became Abbot.35 In 665, Cuthbert moved to Lindisfarne, made famous by the piety of its first 

                                                           
31 Bede, “Prose Life of Saint Cuthbert (Vita Sancti Cuthberti)." In Two Lives of Saint Cuthbert, by Bertram 
Colgrave, 141-309. (New York: Greenwood Press, 1969), 155. 
32 The Anglo-Saxon Chronicle. Translated by Rev. James Ingram (London: Everyman Press, 1912), 33. 
33 Bede, “Prose Life of Saint Cuthbert (Vita Sancti Cuthberti)." In Two Lives of Saint Cuthbert, by Bertram 
Colgrave, 141-309. (New York: Greenwood Press, 1969), 165.  
34 Ibid.  
35 Ibid, 207. 
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bishop, Aidan, and later even more famous as Cuthbert’s own brief bishopric, as well as for the 

production of the Lindisfarne Gospels. He remained here, or in the vicinity as a hermit from 684 

to 687, for the remainder of his life. Cuthbert was an educated man, who valued education, 

teaching, and asceticism. During his tenure at Lindisfarne, Bede says he, “became very famous 

for his miracles; for by the importunity of his prayers he restored to their former health very 

many who had been seized with various kinds of diseases and afflictions.”36 Bede attests that 

beyond these miracles, however, Cuthbert’s greatest contribution to his community at 

Lindisfarne and to the Anglo-Saxons as a people was his ability to bring others to understand and 

accept the true faith, when he would “reprove sinners” and encourage them to embrace “the 

mysteries of the Lord’s passion.”37 Cuthbert led a miraculous life from his vision of Aidan to 

foretelling his own death, and those miracles continued after his death, as numerous miracles are 

recorded by Bede, and by many historians and monks for centuries to follow. Bede records five 

miracles occurring after Cuthbert’s death in the Vita St. Cuthberti, including, “How his body was 

found incorrupt eleven years afterwards,”38 “How a sick man was healed by praying at his 

tomb,”39 and “How a paralytic was healed by his shoes.”40 In telling St. Cuthbert’s life, Bede 

gave the Anglo-Saxons a figure from his immediately preceding generation around which to 

build a religious and historical cultural memory and to venerate as representative of their pious 

people.  

Not only was Bede influential in his own time, building memory and identity, but a 

revival of interest in his work centuries later allowed a flourishing of that memory and a more 

                                                           
36 Ibid, 209. 
37 Ibid, 213. 
38 Ibid, 291. 
39 Ibid, 297. 
40 Ibid, 299. 
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solidified identity of the Anglo-Saxon people. King Alfred the Great was an Anglo-Saxon king 

ruling from 871 to 899. He was the first king of the line of Wessex, and the first of a united 

Anglo-Saxon population, having brought an end to the heptarchy and bringing all seven factions 

under his rule as one kingdom.41 Beyond his political contributions to Anglo-Saxon society, he 

demonstrated a renewed activity in studying the history of his people, particularly in the areas of 

education and the former glory of religious and historical figures. This included a predilection 

with Bede and his writings. In his introduction to the text of Bede’s Historia Ecclesiastica, 

Colgrave notes, though it is now questioned, that, “The first translation of the Ecclesiastical 

History is the Anglo-Saxon version, executed either by Alfred himself or under his immediate 

supervision.”42 It was Alfred who reestablished interest in English education, which included 

renewed interest the history of Bede for the Anglo-Saxon people. While his writings had been 

passed down in oral tradition over the centuries and helped to build the identity of the Anglo-

Saxons during that time, education and ability to read and preserve text had declined in the 

centuries after Bede’s death, a fact that Alfred himself notes in his preface to Gregory the Great’s 

Pastoral Care, saying, “there were very few…who could understand their services in English, or 

even translate a letter from Latin into English.”43  

Alfred himself had a deep passion for the history of his people and both creating and 

preserving it for posterity, which is seen in one of his greatest contributions to his society – 

                                                           
41 Alfred the Great, King of Wessex, “Alfred's "Preface to the Old English Version of Gregory the Great's Pastoral 
Care.” In The Broadview Anthology of British Literature, by Don LePan et al., 128-129. (Toronto, Ontario: 
Broadview Press, 2009), Introduction by Don LePan, 127. 
42 Bede, Bede’s Ecclesiastical History of England. Edited by B. Colgrave and R.A.B. Mynors. (Oxford: Clarendon 
Press, 1969), 3.  
43 Alfred the Great, King of Wessex, “Alfred's "Preface to the Old English Version of Gregory the Great's Pastoral 
Care.” In The Broadview Anthology of British Literature, by Don LePan et al., 128-129. (Toronto, Ontario: 
Broadview Press, 2009), 128.  
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beginning the Anglo-Saxon Chronicle, the document tracking English history from B.C. 60 to 

roughly 1150,44 from which historians have gained most of their knowledge of Anglo-Saxon 

history. To compile this, Alfred consulted Roman historians, and most importantly Bede’s 

Historia Ecclesiastica, on which most of his Anglo-Saxon records are based. Alfred saw Bede’s 

time and the scholarship produced therein as a kind of Golden Age of Anglo-Saxon culture and 

flourishing. Though Alfred never directly mentions Bede in his preface, it can be posited he sees 

himself and his newly united kingdom as inheritors of Bede’s age of wisdom and success, 

saying, “Our elders, who formerly held these places, loved wisdom, and through it they obtained 

riches and left it to us.”45 Throughout his preface, he says that he remembers these times, even 

though they are far before his lifetime. He is referencing his own cultural memory and, in an ubi 

sunt46 manner, wishes for a return to such glory through a dedication to religiosity as well as 

scholarship. He states, “Here we can still see their tracks, but we cannot follow after them” 

because they have lost the ability to read and translate many of the historical texts that their 

identity is based on because, “the knowledge of the Latin language was decayed throughout 

England.”47 Alfred’s concern about education is clear in the way he addresses the wisdom of the 

ages before him. From this, it can be suggested that his purpose in writing and bringing attention 

                                                           
44 The Anglo-Saxon Chronicle. Translated by Rev. James Ingram (London: Everyman Press, 1912).  
45 Alfred the Great, King of Wessex, “Alfred's "Preface to the Old English Version of Gregory the Great's Pastoral 
Care.” In The Broadview Anthology of British Literature, by Don LePan et al., 128-129. (Toronto, Ontario: 
Broadview Press, 2009), 129. 
46 Ubi sunt, meaning “where are?” is a term taken from the Latin phrase ubi sunt qui ante nos fuerunt, meaning 
“where are those who were before us?” that refers to a style of lamenting, nostalgic writing typically focused on the 
glory of what had been in the past that often characterized Anglo-Saxon literature. This shows a consistent 
predilection throughout Anglo-Saxon history with their past and the memory that they held of the history that came 
before them. This sense of longing for a seeming former glory reveals a deep connection to the ancient history of the 
people and an overwhelming importance placed on that history, as it is always viewed in a better light than the 
present era, whatever that may be for the specific work in which it occurs. This style of writing appears most 
famously in works such as Beowulf and Gildas’ On the Ruin of Britain, as well as the Anglo-Saxon poem The Ruin.  
47 Alfred the Great, King of Wessex, “Alfred's "Preface to the Old English Version of Gregory the Great's Pastoral 
Care.” In The Broadview Anthology of British Literature, by Don LePan et al., 128-129. (Toronto, Ontario: 
Broadview Press, 2009), 129. 
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to Latin learning and past histories is to change the amount of knowledge held by the modern 

Anglo-Saxon people in his time through a reinvigorated sense of self by acknowledging and 

actively learning and building their cultural memory and identity.  

 Bede set a standard, and historians for ages after him followed suit. Drawing on past 

histories, as well as oral tradition and documents he was able to access within his monastery, 

Bede produced the first history of the Anglo-Saxons and effectively created their cultural 

memory by tracing their origins and emphasizing their piety and dedication to various saints. 

Later historians saw his work as an archetype of what a written history should be and often 

shamelessly used his name and his words to lend credence to their own histories. Symeon of 

Durham, the focus of this thesis and the succeeding chapter, relied heavily on the Historia 

Ecclesiastica as a means of insinuating the Normans into Anglo-Saxon history and legitimizing 

their reign in England. Bede’s work in documenting the history of the Romans in England and 

the Britons allowed other writers following the Norman Invasion, like Geoffrey of Monmouth 

and authors of Arthurian romances, to recall a time even before the Anglo-Saxons, a mythic age 

of British glory. With all this being said, Bede was incredibly important within his own lifetime, 

but his reputation and value grew exponentially following his death as his history was copied and 

spread throughout the country, building memory and cementing the identity of the English 

people. His contribution to English identity was unmatched up to the Norman Invasion and the 

proliferation of histories that came as a result of the change in monarchy, and even beyond that 

time as many of those histories owed their creation to access to Bede’s history. Bede is so 

important to the Norman era and to the modern day because he was important to his own people, 

having been the first to write down their history. The Anglo-Saxons remembered their history 

because of the person who wrote it, and the remembrance of not only his stories, but Bede 
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himself, shows just how powerful memory was in Anglo-Saxon England, and how difficult it 

would have been to manipulate and change that memory.   
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CHAPTER III: Norman Manipulation of History 

 

In 1066, the Norman Invasion and the Battle of Hastings occurred, and the land that the 

Anglo-Saxons knew and had inhabited for centuries was changed forever. It began with the death 

of Edward the Confessor, the last king (1042-66) of the long-ruling Wessex line. Brought up in 

exile in Normandy, Edward had strong Norman sympathies, and with his marriage to Queen 

Edith being childless, it is entirely possibly that he designated William Duke of Normandy as his 

heir, however, in his last few days, he officially endorsed Harold Godwinson, his brother-in-law 

and the reigning Earl of Wessex as the inheritor of the throne.48 The conflict that led to the 

Norman invasion of England stemmed from this appointment of Harold as heir, as William was 

under the impression that he would become the next king of England. Tensions rose between the 

two contesting heirs, and Harold was ultimately killed at the Battle of Hastings in 1066, allowing 

William to take his place as the new ruler of England. With the ruling line changing from Anglo-

Saxon to French Norman kings, however, there was outrage throughout the kingdom, and 

William was not able to take the throne without conflict and further war. The Anglo-Saxons, as 

to be expected, were not pleased with handing their country over to foreign invaders, particularly 

considering how often they had fought off invading forces and protected their land. William 

waged war throughout England, as referenced in the introduction to this thesis, and eventually 

consolidated his power over the island, slaughtering countless Anglo-Saxons along the way. His 

intention, however, was not to remove or replace the native population, but to make them 

subservient to his authority, a goal that he achieved following the initial war and mass killing. 

William’s tactic, and that of his successors, in manipulating and subjugating these populations to 

                                                           
48 David Carpenter, The Struggle for Mastery: The Penguin History of Britain 1066-1284. (London: Penguin Books 
Ltd., 2003), 61. 
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his rulership was primarily accomplished through placing other Norman authority figures in 

prominent leaderships roles throughout the kingdom, particularly in the religious sphere.  

In 1080, the Bishop of Durham, William Walcher was brutally murdered by a faction of 

rebels at a small church at Gateshead, which the murderous crowd had set on fire, forcing out the 

knights that had accompanied the bishop, and eventually the bishop himself, onto their 

weapons.49 Bishop Walcher was a Lotharingian that William the Conqueror had placed in the 

bishopric to consolidate religious power in the North, and was the first non-English man to hold 

a see in England. The English (i.e. Anglo-Saxons) were displeased with this, particularly given 

the importance of Durham and its connection to the church of St. Cuthbert and other Anglo-

Saxon saints. Walcher had been in place nine months prior to his murder, and tensions rose 

among the native population due to his presence in the church, ultimately leading to his violent 

death. Symeon, having never met Bishop Walcher, describes “in due order how the evil death of 

the bishop came about,” from an interestingly personal perspective, saying, “Last of all remained 

the bishop, suffering in his heart worse pangs than death itself. It was intolerable for him that he 

had seen his men as well as his priests and deacons murdered before his eyes, and he knew that 

the hand of his enemies would not spare him.”50 Symeon speaks as if he were an eye-witness, as 

well as someone who knew and understood the thoughts and emotions of Bishop Walcher right 

before his death. He also attempts to give a sense of the rebels’ feelings during the murder, 

saying that, “so intense was the bestial cruelty of his murderers that they were not satisfied just to 

have killed him.”51 Symeon does this to express his disgust over the violent act against a former 

                                                           
49 Symeon of Durham, Libellus de Exordio Atque Porcursu Istius, Hoc Est Dunhelmensis, Ecclesie (Tract on the 

Origins and Progress of this the Church of Durham) Translated and Edited by David Rollason (Oxford: Clarendon 
Press, 2000), 217. 
50 Ibid. 
51 Ibid, 218.  
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Bishop and to place his reader in a very familiar and empathetic mindset while engaging with the 

account of the murder. King William, not empathetic or distraught over the murder of the 

Lotharingian religious figure, took the opportunity to place a more commanding Norman official 

in the newly open bishopric. Durham was one of the most important bishoprics in the North of 

England, and one of the most unique as well, as Durham was the only seat to have Prince-

Bishops.52 The new Prince-Bishop that took up religious leadership in Durham was William of 

Saint-Calais, a Norman monk and abbot loyal to William the Conqueror.  

The new bishop, William of Saint-Calais, was a force to be reckoned with in Durham. 

After taking up the position, Bishop William purportedly consulted elders regarding the presence 

of married clergy at Durham. Symeon notes this presence by saying, “In singing psalms…they 

kept the order prescribed by the Rule of St Benedict, but this was the only thing…which they did 

keep.”53 William was very concerned with this presence at Durham, particularly considering that 

the monastery at Durham was Benedictine, and married clergy was in conflict with the Rule of 

St. Benedict.54 In 1083, just three years after the death of William Walcher and the appointment 

of William of Saint-Calais as the new bishop, he expelled the lay clergy of the monastery at 

Durham and brought in a new population of Norman Benedictine monks to inhabit the grounds 

                                                           
52 The term “Prince-Bishop” refers to the unique position of the bishops of Durham Cathedral in relation to Durham 
Castle. A prince-bishop is any bishop who is also the ruler of a secular principality. In Durham, the way this would 
work is distinctly related to the extremely close proximity of the Castle to the Cathedral, and the fact that the King 
of England did not reside in Durham. During the times when the King was not actively in Durham (which was the 
vast majority of the time) then, the Bishop of Durham would also hold the seat of the Castle, giving him both 
religious and political power over the region.  
53 Symeon of Durham, Libellus de Exordio Atque Porcursu Istius, Hoc Est Dunhelmensis, Ecclesie (Tract on the 

Origins and Progress of this the Church of Durham) Translated and Edited by David Rollason (Oxford: Clarendon 
Press, 2000), 261. 
54 The Rule of St. Benedict was a set of monastic society guidelines written by Benedict of Nursia in the sixth 
century. England underwent a Benedictine reform between 950 and 1000 for many reasons, including a decline of 
Latin learning, and reports of drunkenness and lack of prayer among English monastic communities. This impulse to 
reform Benedictine communities also swept across Europe, and with this recent rededication to the Rule of St. 
Benedict fresh in mind, Bishop William was eager to ensure that the monastic community of Durham was in line 
with the tenets of the Rule.  
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and uphold the Rule. It was considered a controversial decision at the time, but this choice 

allowed Bishop William to assert his authority over the church and to remove any potential 

threats that might be posed by the religious community he had inherited. He was aware of the 

conflicts surrounding Bishop Walcher’s rule, and was clearly determined to avoid those 

problems and take control over his tenure as bishop, both religiously and politically.   

While serving as Prince-Bishop of Durham, William of Saint-Calais made what is 

potentially his most valuable order as far as the cultural memory of England is concerned – the 

commission of Symeon’s Libellus de Exordio Atque Porcursu Istius, Hoc Est Dunhelmensis, 

Ecclesie, or The Tract on the Origins and Progress of this the Church of Durham.55 In his 

dissertation on the importance of historical writing in this Anglo-Norman time period, C. C. 

Rozier says that, “the study and narration of the past received renewed attention in a significant 

number of monastic and ecclesiastical centres of learning.”56 In much the same way that Alfred 

the Great looked to the history of his own people to foster education and prosperity, the Normans 

looked to write themselves into Anglo-Saxon history in order prosper in the new land, an 

impetus which sparked a large production of historical and religious writing in the time period 

that generated changes in cultural perception that have informed British identity to the present 

day. Bishop William’s commission of Symeon’s history is in this vein of thought, actively 

seeking to incorporate the Normans into the national identity of England at that time and within 

their history. Through this and other productions of the sort, religious figures aided in 

                                                           
55 Libellus de Exordio Atque Porcursu Istius, Hoc Est Dunhelmensis, Ecclesie is literally translated as “The Little 
Book Concerning the Beginning and Progress of This Church, which is of Durham.” It is generally translated as 
appears in the text of this thesis for the sake of clarity and with consideration of the contents, thusly, a “tract” rather 
than a “little book.”  
56 Charles Colin Rozier. The Importance of Writing Institutional History in the Anglo-Norman Realm, c.1060-

c.1142, with special reference to Eadmer’s Historia Novorum, Symeon of Durham’s Libellus de exordio, and the 
Historia Ecclesiastica of Orderic Vitalis. (Durham: Durham University, 2013), 12.  
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successfully changing the cultural memory of the English.  Within the rising culture of historical 

writing in the late eleventh century, Symeon is a contributor that David Rollason notes as “a 

leading figure in historical writing in Northern England in the Anglo-Norman period.”57 So who 

was he, and why was his writing in this age so captivating and influential?  

Symeon was a member of the community of Norman monks brought to Durham by 

Bishop William around 1090. Born in Normandy in 1070, he was about nineteen years old when 

he arrived in a strange new land where the native population was hostile towards his people. He 

was a Benedictine monk, firmly dedicated, from an early age, to his monastic community as well 

as his personal religious devotion to the Christian faith. It is clear that he was trained in his 

former monastic experience in scribe work, as it seems likely that he worked in writing and 

copying texts almost as soon as he arrived in Durham. Indeed, of his later career at Durham, C. 

C. Rozier notes that, “a large proportion of Symeon’s additions within surviving manuscripts 

suggest that his scribal capabilities had earned him a position of responsibility and supervision of 

work carried out by other scribes.”58 He was outstandingly educated, with great potential for 

scholarship, a quality that Bishop William recognized in him when he commissioned him to 

begin writing the Libellus de Exordio probably around 1093,59 when construction of Durham 

Cathedral officially began. Symeon says that he, “was commanded by the authority of my elders 

                                                           
57 David Rollason, “Symeon's Contribution to Historical Writing in Norther England.” In Symeon of Durham: 

Historian of Durham and the North, by David Rollason, 1-14. (Stamford: Shaun Tyas, 1998), 1.  
58 Charles Colin Rozier. The Importance of Writing Institutional History in the Anglo-Norman Realm, c.1060-

c.1142, with special reference to Eadmer’s Historia Novorum, Symeon of Durham’s Libellus de exordio, and the 
Historia Ecclesiastica of Orderic Vitalis. (Durham: Durham University, 2013), 143.  
59 This date is both uncertain and contentious. We know that the Libellus de Exordio was still being written in 1104, 
as Symeon includes the miracle of St. Cuthbert’s corpse in that year, and that it was finished by 1107 (at the latest 
by 1115), as the end of the text notes that Turgot was prior during its completion. William of Saint-Calais died in 
1096, and thus, the common assumption is that the text was commissioned before 1096, however, it has also been 
suggested that the discovery of Cuthbert’s uncorrupt corpse prompted the writing of the Libellus and that Prior 
Turgot commissioned it. For the purposes of this thesis, we will operate under the assumption of a pre-1096 
commission by Bishop William.  
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to describe the origins of this the church of Durham.”60 Though young and in an unfamiliar 

place, Symeon took on the project, and accomplished a feat of memory manipulation that still 

speaks to the cultural memory of England today. In writing the Libellus de Exordio, Symeon 

gives a history of the church of Durham, from the martyrdom of Oswald and miraculous life of 

Cuthbert to the eleventh-century construction of the Cathedral and Cuthbert’s translation therein.  

One question that must be asked concerning Symeon’s production of the Libellus de 

Exordio is simply why it was written. The Normans were steadily gaining influence over the 

political sphere in England, but why was it so important that Symeon produce a Norman-penned 

history of the religious sphere of the North of England that included both Anglo-Saxon religious 

figures and the new Norman religious community at Durham? Symeon himself has some 

thoughts on this question that he explains in his introduction to the history. “Our present purpose 

is that everything concerning the origin and progress of this church of Durham which could be 

found in Bede's History and in other little works should, in order to preserve its memory for 

posterity, be assembled and arranged to form the substance of this tract.”61 Even this introduction 

to his text is oddly evocative of Bede’s own preface (referenced in the previously chapter) to the 

Historia Ecclesiastica, from which Symeon borrows heavily. Both historians state that their 

purpose is for posterity, with Bede saying, “I have labored honestly to transmit whatever I could 

ascertain from common report for the instruction of posterity.”62 His purpose for preserving the 

history of the church of Durham is clear. He wishes for the Normans to be viewed in the same 

                                                           
60 Symeon of Durham, Libellus de Exordio Atque Porcursu Istius, Hoc Est Dunhelmensis, Ecclesie (Tract on the 

Origins and Progress of this the Church of Durham) Translated and Edited by David Rollason (Oxford: Clarendon 
Press, 2000), 3. 
61 Symeon of Durham, Libellus de Exordio Atque Porcursu Istius, Hoc Est Dunhelmensis, Ecclesie (Tract on the 

Origins and Progress of this the Church of Durham) Translated and Edited by David Rollason (Oxford: Clarendon 
Press, 2000), 19.  
62 Bede, Ecclesiastical History of the English People. Translated by Leo Sherly-Price, Revised by R.E. Latham. 
(London: Penguin Books, 1955) 43.  
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venerable religious vein as the church of the cult of Cuthbert that came before Durham 

Cathedral. He wants his words of favor on the rulership and religiosity of the Normans to be 

known throughout the island, and to be remembered in history the same way Bede’s work was, 

which is evidenced in him saying, “Now Bede lived hidden away in the extreme corner of the 

world, but after his death he lived on in his books and became known to everyone all over the 

world.”63 His immediate linking to Bede is extremely important, as Symeon seemingly sets 

himself up, as a monk and historian, as the Norman counterpart of Bede; and in some ways he is, 

as he is creating a cultural memory for his own people in England, but is basing his work in Bede 

does not simply build a Norman history, it manipulates that of the Anglo-Saxons. He continually 

links his historical account to Bede saying things like, “as the third book of Bede's History 

describes,”64 and “for as Bede narrates.”65 With this and other sources, Symeon takes on the 

history contained within as his own history and the history of his people. Throughout the Libellus 

de Exordio, particularly in places where he cites other sources, Symeon refers to himself not as 

“I,” but as “we,” which could indicate multiple authors of the Libellus, but regardless of the 

number of authors, the conscious use of “we” in the narrative gives a sense of unity among the 

Norman and Anglo-Saxon people, as if his narrative is being spoken from the collective voice of 

his community telling their history. 

The specific sources that Symeon of Durahm chose to use in drafting his history are just 

as important, in some respects, as his work itself, as the sources reveal Symeon’s interpretation 

                                                           
63 Symeon of Durham, Libellus de Exordio Atque Porcursu Istius, Hoc Est Dunhelmensis, Ecclesie (Tract on the 

Origins and Progress of this the Church of Durham) Translated and Edited by David Rollason (Oxford: Clarendon 
Press, 2000), 65.  
64 Symeon of Durham, Libellus de Exordio Atque Porcursu Istius, Hoc Est Dunhelmensis, Ecclesie (Tract on the 

Origins and Progress of this the Church of Durham) Translated and Edited by David Rollason (Oxford: Clarendon 
Press, 2000), 25. 
65 Ibid, 23. 
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of Anglo-Saxon memory, and more importantly, Norman perception of what historical elements 

were paramount to the recently conquered people. These cited works allowed Symeon to base his 

Libellus de Exordio in extant memory and to incorporate his people in that ongoing narrative of 

English history. David Rollason, in his 2000 translation of Symeon’s Libellus de Exordio, 

identifies the major sources that Symeon compiled and used when writing his history: Bede’s 

Historia Ecclesiastica Gentis Anglorum, Bede’s prose Vita St. Cuthberti, Cuthbert’s Epistola de 

Obitu Bede, the Northern Annals, Historia de Sancto Cuthberto, William of Saint-Calais' letter 

to the monks of Durham, Cronica Monasterii Dunelmensis, De Miraculis et Translationibus 

Sancti Cuthberti, and oral tradition.66 These nine sources are all intricately linked to Anglo-

Saxon memory, either in developing or interpreting it, and Symeon’s use of each is unique and 

significant. The following discussion will analyze the importance of these sources to Anglo-

Saxon culture and memory as well as their manipulative usage within the Libellus of Symeon.  

 (1) Historia Ecclesiastica Gentis Anglorum  

This text, written by Bede, completed in 731, and discussed at length in the preceding 

chapter, was drawn upon extensively by Symeon, “often extracting whole passages verbatim, 

and sometimes acknowledging it by name.”67 As stated previously, Bede’s work in this history 

was fundamental in establishing the cultural memory of the Anglo-Saxon people from their 

origin up to his own time. Because of his work, the Anglo-Saxons revered him and counted him 

as one of their most important historical figures, based solely on his writing of history. Symeon, 

or at the very least, Bishop William, was aware of the place of Bede in the Anglo-Saxon 

                                                           
66 Symeon of Durham, Libellus de Exordio Atque Porcursu Istius, Hoc Est Dunhelmensis, Ecclesie (Tract on the 

Origins and Progress of this the Church of Durham) Translated and Edited by David Rollason (Oxford: Clarendon 
Press, 2000), lxviii- lxxvi. 
67 Ibid, lxviii.  
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historical landscape. Symeon relies on the Historia Ecclesiastica as the base text for his own 

writings because of the outstanding importance of Bede and his work. William of Saint-Calais 

presented a copy of Bede’s history to the Durham Cathedral Priory, and Symeon was most likely 

working from this copy, as evinced in a marginal note written in Symeon’s own hand68 within 

this preserved copy of the Historia Ecclesiastica housed in the Durham Cathedral Library.69 Of 

this copy, however, Rollason notes that while some passages are copied verbatim, others are 

variations of what is contained within the Bishop William copy, suggesting that Symeon was 

either working with an additional copy of Bede’s history or he became familiar enough with the 

original copy that he was able to quote (for the most part) portions into his own history without 

directly copying from the manuscript.  

 (2) Vita St. Cuthberti  

The Vita St. Cuthberti is a work of prose by Bede describing, as it is literally translated, 

the Life of St. Cuthbert. While Bede is one of the most important historical figures in the North 

of England, St. Cuthbert is by far the most important religious figure of the Anglo-Saxon people, 

as he is the patron saint of the North. Bede’s Life of St. Cuthbert combines his revered reputation 

as a historian with the important religiosity of St. Cuthbert, making it an incredibly important 

Anglo-Saxon document, and one of the first to record the story of the most famous Bishop of 

Lindisfarne. With Bishop William’s commission of the Libellus, he was well aware of the 

importance of St. Cuthbert to the religious scene in Durham and throughout the north of the 

island. Symeon notes William’s familiarity with St. Cuthbert, as well as a desire to ensure the 

                                                           
68 It is also important to note that two works of Bede (as ‘Beda’) are listed by Symeon among the books that William 
of Saint-Calais gave Durham Cathedral in Manuscript A.II.4, Bible of Bishop William of Saint-Calais, with 
Symeon’s book-list on front flyleaf. One of these is almost definitely this copy of the Historia Ecclesiastica.  
69 B.II.35, Bede, Historia ecclesiastica featuring Symeon’s marginal note (fol. 39v). 
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same religiosity as at the time of the most esteemed saint, saying, “So he asked the older and 

wiser men of the whole bishopric how matters had been arranged in the time of St Cuthbert, 

when the church was founded, and they replied that his episcopal see had been on the island of 

Lindisfarne, and that monks had reverently served him there both while he was alive and when 

he was in his grave. What they asserted tallied with the little book70 about his life and with the 

Ecclesiastical History of the English People.”71 Symeon’s reference to both of these extremely 

important works, here, strengthens his own history, but also paints Bishop William of Saint-

Calais in a favorable light, as he is clearly concerned not just about the current state of religiosity 

in England, but in mirroring the state of piety of the bygone era of the great saint and venerable 

historian.  

(3) Epistola de Obitu Bede 

Concerning this source, Rollason says that, “This letter, which is generally accepted to 

have been written shortly after the death of Bede, is inserted more or less in its entirety into the 

Libellus de Exordio, including the Old English poem, known as Bede's `death-song' because, 

according to the letter, Bede recited it before his death.”72 Symeon’s insertion of this letter into 

his history suggests that he venerates Bede himself, rather than being simply concerned with 

                                                           
70 David Rollason notes that the “little book” Symeon references is most like the Vita St. Cuthberti. It is compelling 
that Symeon chooses this term rather than citing the Vita by name, as that would seem to give more credence to his 
history than seemingly referring to it as a diminutive source. What is most interesting and telling about this 
reference, however, is the Latin of it all. In the original Latin text, the quote reads: “Igitur senes et prudentiores 
totius episcopiid homines qualiter in initio apud sanctum ageretur Cuthbertum ab illo exquisiti, sedem illius 
episcopalem in insula Lindisfarnensi fuisse, monachosque tam uiuo quam ibidem sepulto uenerabilitere seruisse 
responderunt, quorum quoque assertioni uite illius libellus et Ecclesiastica Gentis Anglorum concordat Hystoria.” 
Libellus, meaning “little book” is the first word in the title of Symeon’s history, and in calling Bede’s Vita St. 

Cuthberti a libellus, perhaps he is asserting his own authority to speak by linking his own text to the work of Bede’s 
and placing them on the same level in whatever “little” way he could find.  
71 Symeon of Durham, Libellus de Exordio Atque Porcursu Istius, Hoc Est Dunhelmensis, Ecclesie (Tract on the 

Origins and Progress of this the Church of Durham) Translated and Edited by David Rollason (Oxford: Clarendon 
Press, 2000), 227. 
72 Ibid, lxix.  
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manipulating Bede’s work to fit his purposes. This confers more legitimacy on Symeon and his 

work in the eyes of the Anglo-Saxon public, and is thusly also used in a manipulative manner, 

not for the purpose of the Norman regime, but for himself as a historian and new member of the 

Durham community.  

 (4) The Northern Annals and related sources 

The Northern Annals were primarily used by Symeon in compiling his Historia Regum 

(which will be discussed later in this chapter), but a few annals were consulted for the writing of 

the Libellus de Exordio. These annals, thought to be produced in York around the year 800, give 

a brief summary of the history of the North from the death of Bede to the beginning of the ninth 

century.73 The Northern Annals serve Symeon’s purpose in writing the Libellus de Exordio, as 

his primary purpose is to convey a sense of a continuous history from the beginning of Bede’s 

work to Symeon’s own, and to facilitate a process of viewing the shift in rulership as a 

continuation of Anglo-Saxon history rather than a break in history and the beginning of an 

illegitimate ruling people. Bridging his history with the Northern Annals from Bede’s death to 

King Alfred, and continuing with other sources between Alfred and the Normans helped Symeon 

to write a narrative not of the “Anglo-Saxons” and the “Normans,” but of the English, which 

would become the Anglo-Normans in his time.  

(5) Historia de Sancto Cuthberto 

This source was evidently compiled primarily from readings of Bede’s prose Vita St. 

Cuthberti and includes, “accounts of the endowments of Lindisfarne; an account of the 

wanderings of the Lindisfarne community in the face of Viking attack; an account of the 

                                                           
73 Ibid, lxxi. 
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endowment of the see by King Guthred and its establishment at Chester-le-Street; and records of 

the gifts made to the see when at Durham by King Cnut and certain eleventh-century nobles.”74 

Symeon used this text to continue his history of the cult of St. Cuthbert after the death of Bede. 

Relating the accounts contained within this text allowed Symeon to better link his own people to 

the Anglo-Saxons as he was able to give a continuous narrative of the patron saint, rather than 

solely relying on the work of Bede. A full history not only of the life of St. Cuthbert, but of his 

following church, allowed Symeon to express a dedication to depicting the devotion of his cult 

and putting the new Norman church at Durham in relation to this, as they were now the 

preservers of St. Cuthbert and his shrine.  

(6) William of Saint-Calais' Letter to the Monks of Durham 

This letter from the Norman Bishop of Durham was, “a general exhortation to the monks 

of Durham, which Symeon inserted verbatim into the Libellus de Exordio.” It seems likely that 

Symeon included the letter in the Libellus de Exordio for posterity, in order that further 

generations of monks should read his instructions and heed his advice. It also appears likely that 

he made a copy of the letter in his history for recitation within his own monastic community, and 

that it could be spread beyond the monastery at Durham.  

(7) Cronica Monasterii Dunelmensis 

This text evidently covered much of the same material as the Historia de Sancto 

Cuthberti, including the endowment of Lindisfarne and the foundation of Chester-le-Street. The 

document, thought to have been created at Durham between 1072 and 1083, possibly under the 

commission of Bishop William Walcher includes continuations of the religious history of the 

                                                           
74 Ibid, lxxii. 
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North and of Durham, including, “the visit of William the Conqueror to St Cuthbert's shrine in 

1072.”75 The document does not include a reference to the removal of the lay clergy or the 

arrival of the new Norman monks to Durham in 1083, so it is thought to have been completed 

before that event.  

(8) De Miraculis et Translationibus Sancti Cuthberti 

 This text was actively being compiled and written at the same time as Symeon’s Libellus 

de Exordio. It is a collection of stories concerning the miracles of St. Cuthbert, the majority of 

which occurred from the time of Alfred until after Symeon’s death. Symeon himself is said to 

have witnessed one of the miracles, namely the discovery of Cuthbert’s uncorrupt corpse during 

his translation into Durham Cathedral in 1104. The Libellus de Exordio, includes this miracle 

from Symeon’s own experience, as well as others that had been written down between 1083 and 

1096. David Rollason identifies the miracles of Cuthbert that had been recorded up to the time 

that Symeon was writing:76  

 The story of St Cuthbert appearing to King Alfred and promising him victory.  
 The story of how three waves of blood prevented Bishop Eardwulf and Abbot Eadred 

from taking St Cuthbert's body to Ireland.  
 The story of the miraculous punishment of the pagan Onlafball.  
 The story of how a Scottish army attacking King Guthred was swallowed by the earth.  
 The punishment of one of Earl Tostig's men, Barcwith, for seeking to breach the 

sanctuary of St Cuthbert.  
 The miracle of how on the occasion of Bishop Áthelwine's flight from Durham to 

Lindisfarne the waters parted to allow him and the community to cross dry-shod to the 
island.  

 The story of the punishment of a Norman soldier who stole from Durham Cathedral 
Priory. 

                                                           
75 Ibid, lxxiv. 
76 Ibid, lxxv.  
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(9) Oral tradition 

 Symeon’s drawing from oral tradition could easily be one of the most important sources 

that he used because it is directly linked to Anglo-Saxon memory, and is, in fact, more intimately 

tied to memory than even Bede’s history because they are stories passed down through ages of 

Anglo-Saxons up to Symeon’s own time. Rollason notes that in the Libellus de Exordio, Symeon 

references this oral tradition as “truthful accounts of our elders, who had seen the events 

themselves or had heard them related by their own elders who were religious and trustworthy 

men and who had been present at them.”77 The most interesting manipulation that Symeon 

perpetrates with this source is not a retelling of oral tradition, or even a weaving in of Normans 

into that tradition, but is this quote itself. He refers to the elders from which he has heard these 

stories as “our,” indicating that he claims them as his own. He is, however, Norman, and the 

elders to which he refers are Anglo-Saxon. It is this kind of minute, seamless integration of his 

Norman community of monks into the history of Durham and the Anglo-Saxons that inhabited 

the region before his arrival, throughout the text, that is some of the most powerful and cleverly 

deceptive work that Symeon did.  

Referencing all of these sources gave Symeon’s work validity, but did not intertwine the 

Normans and Anglo-Saxons. That work was cleverly achieved by Symeon not just through the 

sources that he used, but the way in which he told the story. Symeon’s Libellus de Exordio is 

primarily a religious work, as its name suggests. Manipulation along religious lines in this way 

was extremely powerful, particularly considering the highly religious nature of the Anglo-

Saxons, and even more specifically, the high level of devotion to the cult of Cuthbert in the 

                                                           
77 Symeon of Durham, Libellus de Exordio Atque Porcursu Istius, Hoc Est Dunhelmensis, Ecclesie (Tract on the 

Origins and Progress of this the Church of Durham) Translated and Edited by David Rollason (Oxford: Clarendon 
Press, 2000), lxxvi. 
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North. Symeon did not, however, conclude his pro-Norman propaganda within the religious 

sphere alone. His Historia Regum, or History of the Kings of England, also aided to accomplish 

his manipulative purpose within the political sphere. This kind of propagandistic historical 

writing that Symeon engaged in during the Anglo-Norman period was not unique to him or to 

Durham, but was almost a commonality across historians in England following the Norman 

Conquest. This is seen in the works of Orderic Vitalis, William of Malmesbury, and Geoffrey of 

Monmouth, all of whom appear to conscientiously manipulate their telling of history to say 

something favorable about the new Norman authority in England.  

C.C. Rozier, in his doctoral thesis, analyzes Orderic Vitalis’ contribution to this emergent 

culture of historical writing following the Norman Invasion. In his discussion of Vitalis’ Historia 

Ecclesiastica, it becomes apparent that many of these works began around the same time and in a 

similar manner. “Although the point at which Orderic began work on his Historia ecclesiastica is 

unknown, evidence points towards a date around 1113. In the preface to his fifth book, Orderic 

claimed that there had existed a general desire for an official house history of Saint-Évroul 

before he took up the challenge (“which our predecessors urged each other to undertake but each 

for his part shrank from undertaking”).”78 His narrative gives the same sense of necessity as 

Symeon’s and has many of the same implications of expressing the piety of the Norman people 

that the Libellus de Exordio does. Of Edward the Confessor’s kingdom being passed to the Duke 

of Normandy upon his death, William of Malmesbury says, “The king, in consequence of the 

death of his relation, losing his first hope of support, gave the succession of England to William 

                                                           
78 Charles Colin Rozier. The Importance of Writing Institutional History in the Anglo-Norman Realm, c.1060-

c.1142, with special reference to Eadmer’s Historia Novorum, Symeon of Durham’s Libellus de exordio, and the 
Historia Ecclesiastica of Orderic Vitalis. (Durham: Durham University, 2013), 172. 
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earl of Normandy. He was well worthy of such a gift, being a young man of superior mind, who 

had raised himself to the highest eminence by his unwearied exertion: moreover, he was his 

nearest relation by consanguinity.”79 William upholds the authority of the Norman kings through 

both personality and blood relation, effectively asserting that the Norman kings are the rightful 

rulers of England, but even if they were not, William would have deserved the throne based on 

personal merit. Geoffrey of Monmouth, writing seventy years after the Normans, went so far as 

to write his History of the Kings of Britain not including Anglo-Saxon or Norman kings at all, 

but entirely focusing his narrative on the Britons and their valor. His narrative was used to link 

the modern English at the time to the ancient heroes of the islands past, such as the possibly 

fictitious Arthur.   

Norman historical propaganda was impactful and far reaching in this time period. Not 

only did these authors serve to manipulate the communities around them within their own age, 

but they shaped the history of England that would be carried down centuries later. Symeon’s 

Libellus de Exordio changed the memory of the North of England impermeably, as it allowed the 

Norman population there to develop an imagined history that he had written for them, and 

manipulated the Anglo-Saxon historical memory to become more favorable to the Norman 

monarchy, which flourished under the blended Anglo-Norman people. Authors like Orderic 

Vitalis, William of Malmesbury, and Geoffrey of Monmouth, impacted south, east, and west, 

and helped to forever change Anglo-Saxon memory and create what was the Anglo-Norman 

people, and what is today the memory of English regarding the origins and continuity of the 

modern monarchy. Writing alone, however, was not the only factor that contributed to altering 

                                                           
79 William of Malmesbury, Chronicle of the Kings of England. Translated and Edited by J. A. Giles. (London: Henry 
J. Bohn, 1847), 253-54.  
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and recreating cultural memory in the Anglo-Norman era, but the construction of Durham 

Cathedral, as well as relics and other forms of visual memory influenced the Anglo-Saxons, and 

has continued to affect British perception of the past in the modern day.   
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CHAPTER IV: The Power of Relics and Visual Memory: St. Cuthbert and Durham 

Cathedral 

 

The building of Durham Cathedral was used by the Normans to consolidate power and 

legitimize their reign through an emphasized devotion to the religious scene in Durham. The 

cathedral is a symbol of Norman authority just as much as it is a symbol of Norman religious 

devotion. While the magnificent building is a monument to the violent take-over of the Norman 

Invasion, it is also an enormous house of God and the final resting place of St. Cuthbert within 

the shrine built in his honor. The building of the church, much like the writing of the Libellus de 

Exordio, was commissioned by Bishop William of Saint-Calais, wielding both political and 

religious authority in Durham through his position of Prince-Bishop. Various elements of design 

wordlessly accomplish the same task that Symeon did in his lengthy “Tract on the Origins” of 

the church, including not only the shrine of St. Cuthbert with his remains and those of King 

Oswald, but also reflecting Anglo-Saxon cultural influence, though minimal, within the 

aesthetics of the architecture itself. While Symeon’s writings are a direct rewriting of history and 

integration of the Normans with the extant Anglo-Saxon population, Durham Cathedral 

represents a more subliminal, non-verbal attempt at cultural memory manipulation and one that 

may have even been more powerful than the written word.  

Durham Cathedral began as a shrine to St. Cuthbert, and the church would most likely 

not exist had it not been for the incredible journey of the community of St. Cuthbert, and the 

saint’s own choosing of Durham as his final resting place. The story of St. Cuthbert’s church is 

one that was written from his life at Lindisfarne until the present day, as millions still journey to 

Durham Cathedral each year to pray at his shrine. Thusly, the church of Durham began at 

Lindisfarne. Of the community at Lindisfarne and the church of Durham, Symeon says, “In this 
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way the episcopal see, which had been founded originally on the island of Lindisfarne by the 

former King Oswald and Bishop Aidan, has remained in this place until the present day in the 

presence of the holy body.”80 There is a long history, however, of how Cuthbert’s body came to 

Durham from Lindisfarne, and of the trials and miracles the community saw along the way. 

Following his death in 687, St. Cuthbert grew in reputation as miracles in his name began to 

multiply and the community revolving around him on Lindisfarne grew. In the eighth and ninth 

centuries, however, the cult of St. Cuthbert fell under attack with the coming of the Vikings. In 

793, the area around Lindisfarne and the monastery itself was attacked by Danes. Many monks 

were killed, but thankfully, the remains of St. Cuthbert remained preserved.81 As the Vikings 

moved into England later in the ninth century, the community of St. Cuthbert found it prudent, 

under the guidance of Bishop Egfrith, to move his remains and relics further inland to Norham 

upon Tweed (into a church built partially in honor of St. Cuthbert) for protection, sometime 

between 830 and 845.82 Here St. Cuthbert remained for about twenty years before being returned 

to Lindisfarne.  

The Danes, under their leader Halfdan, attacked Northumbria again in 875, however, and 

the monastic community decided to remove Cuthbert’s remains and abandon the monastery. 

After their original flight from Lindisfarne, the community of St. Cuthbert continued to move 

throughout England, constantly avoiding Viking raids and protecting the remains of their most 

devout and beloved saint. The cult of St. Cuthbert, consisting of a dean and seven clerks, 

                                                           
80 Symeon of Durham, Libellus de Exordio Atque Porcursu Istius, Hoc Est Dunhelmensis, Ecclesie (Tract on the 

Origins and Progress of this the Church of Durham) Translated and Edited by David Rollason (Oxford: Clarendon 
Press, 2000), 153.  
81 Green, Lionel, Building St. Cuthbert's Shrine: Durham Cathedral and the Life of Prior Turgot. (Durham: Sacristy 
Press, 2013), 5.  
82 Campbell, James, Eric John, and Patrick Wormald, The Anglo-Saxons. (London: Penguin Books, 1991), 132.  
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wandered for seven years until finally finding refuge and a resting place for St. Cuthbert in 883 

at Chester-le-Street.83 Symeon records in the Libellus de Exordio, that “in the year of our Lord 

995,” Bishop Aldhun of Chester-le-Street “was forewarned by a heavenly premonition that he 

should flee as quickly as possible with the incorrupt body of the most holy father Cuthbert, to 

escape the fury of the Vikings whose arrival was imminent.”84 Cuthbert was moved to Ripon for 

about three or four months until the community was assured that peace had returned, and the 

saint’s remains could safely be returned to Chester-le-Street. Lionel Green records, however, 

citing Hegge’s summarization of Symeon’s account, that when returning towards Chester-le-

Street “after approaching the river Wear, the coffin became ‘so heavie, that all the companie that 

attended the corpse could not draw the waine, whereon it lay; by which they perceived so much 

of St. Cuthbert’s minde, that he would not be carried again to Chester.’”85 

So Cuthbert came to rest in a piece of uninhabited land in Dunholme (Durham). Aldhun 

built a little church of timber in which to contain St. Cuthbert until a more suitable habitation 

could be built for him. Aldhun quickly commissioned the building of the first cathedral of 

Durham in that place, the modern day site of Durham Cathedral. Of the location of Cuthbert 

during this building process, Lionel Green says,  “Meanwhile the holy body was translated from 

that little church (which we mentioned above) into another which was called the White Church, 

and there it remained for three years while the larger church was being built.”86 This suggests 

                                                           
83 Green, Lionel, Building St. Cuthbert's Shrine: Durham Cathedral and the Life of Prior Turgot. (Durham: Sacristy 
Press, 2013), 6. 
84 Symeon of Durham, Libellus de Exordio Atque Porcursu Istius, Hoc Est Dunhelmensis, Ecclesie (Tract on the 

Origins and Progress of this the Church of Durham) Translated and Edited by David Rollason (Oxford: Clarendon 
Press, 2000), 145.  
85 Green, Lionel, Building St. Cuthbert's Shrine: Durham Cathedral and the Life of Prior Turgot. (Durham: Sacristy 
Press, 2013), 7. 
86 Symeon of Durham, Libellus de Exordio Atque Porcursu Istius, Hoc Est Dunhelmensis, Ecclesie (Tract on the 

Origins and Progress of this the Church of Durham) Translated and Edited by David Rollason (Oxford: Clarendon 
Press, 2000), 151. 
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that there were altogether three churches to house St. Cuthbert in the period between 995 and 

1093, but monk Reginald of Durham, writing somewhere between 1162 and 1173, equates the 

White Church to the pre-Conquest cathedral, suggesting that the pre-Conquest cathedral was 

called the White Church, and that Cuthbert remained in the aforementioned “little church” until 

he could be interred into Aldhun’s cathedral.87 David Rollason notes that Symeon’s history of 

Durham Cathedral and its origins are inclusive of these churches, “In fact, it concerns not only 

the church of Durham from its foundation in 995 to the year 1096, but also the churches of 

Lindisfarne and Chester-le-Street which it claimed as its predecessors,”88 though it is difficult to 

determine from his account whether the White Church and the pre-Conquest cathedral are the 

same building or separate.  

Regardless, Symeon does record that in 1093, Bishop William of Saint-Calais ordered the 

destruction of Aldhun’s cathedral and initiated the building of the present-day Durham 

Cathedral, based on design plans he oversaw himself. During this demolition and reconstruction 

period, Cuthbert’s remains are thought to have been kept in a cloistered area of the previous 

cathedral that had escaped demolition for the time, as is referenced in the sixteenth-century text, 

the Rites of Durham.89 In theory, the construction of Durham Cathedral was overseen by Bishop 

William until his death in 1096, and then by Bishop Ranulf Flambard, his successor, until his 

own demise. Lionel Green, however, tells of another figure who oversaw the majority of 

construction during his lifetime – Prior Turgot. Cuthbert was officially translated into his shrine 

                                                           
87 Reginald of Durham., Libellus de Admirandis Beati Cuthberti Virtutibus. Translated by Edward G. Pace. 
(Durham: Surtees Society, 1835), 107-112. 
88 Symeon of Durham, Libellus de Exordio Atque Porcursu Istius, Hoc Est Dunhelmensis, Ecclesie (Tract on the 

Origins and Progress of this the Church of Durham) Translated and Edited by David Rollason (Oxford: Clarendon 
Press, 2000), xv. 
89 Green, Lionel, Building St. Cuthbert's Shrine: Durham Cathedral and the Life of Prior Turgot. (Durham: Sacristy 
Press, 2013), 6. 
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in the Durham Cathedral in 1104, when his tomb was opened, and his body found to be 

incorrupt, a miracle of which Prior Turgot and Symeon were eye-witnesses.90 Visual accounts 

like Symeon recording that he and other monks were able “by divine grace, unworthy as we are, 

to see and even to touch his undecayed body in the four hundredth and eighteenth year after his 

death,”91 drew more people toward devotion to the saint, and drew those already faithful to his 

shrine to pray. But this kind of visual memory was relegated only to a few, and was dispersed to 

others through hearsay. The sheer power of knowing that the remains of such an important saint 

was enough to pull Anglo-Saxons to Durham and into the Norman built cathedral. Though 

reluctant to accept the political power of the Normans, the dedication of the Anglo-Saxons to 

Cuthbert and his glory led the Anglo-Saxons to accept Norman authority along religious lines 

through their increased promotion of the cult of St. Cuthbert in the North of England.  

Relics were extremely powerful in the early Middle Ages, and even to the modern day. 

Durham Cathedral housed the uncorrupted remains of one of the most important saints in Anglo-

Saxon tradition, but he was not the only important Christian relic to draw devout Christians 

throughout the island to Durham. Symeon tells us that in addition to Cuthbert, the head of 

Oswald was also buried within the shrine with him, which gave Durham Cathedral such 

immense power within the religious sphere of Northern England. He states at the beginning of 

the narrative of the Libellus de Exordio, “This venerable church derived its status and its divine 

religion from the fervent faith in Christ of the former glorious king of the Northumbrians and 

estimable martyr Oswald. In praise of God and under his perpetual guardianship it preserves 

                                                           
90 Ibid, 51. 
91 Symeon of Durham, Libellus de Exordio Atque Porcursu Istius, Hoc Est Dunhelmensis, Ecclesie (Tract on the 

Origins and Progress of this the Church of Durham) Translated and Edited by David Rollason (Oxford: Clarendon 
Press, 2000), 53. 
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those relics of devout veneration, the undecayed body of the most saintly father Cuthbert and the 

venerable head of that same king and martyr Oswald, both lodged in a single shrine.”92 St. 

Cuthbert is often depicted in artistic representations as holding the head of Oswald. This 

representation is extremely important because it links the two historical figures in an extremely 

powerful Anglo-Saxon religious tradition, and makes the authority of Durham even more 

venerable, as the cathedral houses not just one but two highly praised Anglo-Saxon saints, and 

two of the first saints around which Anglo-Saxon religiosity was built.  

The interior of the church, contains visual elements that further linked the religious 

culture of the Normans in Durham to the long-standing Anglo-Saxon traditions beginning on the 

island of Lindisfarne. As discussed in a previous chapter, the Lindisfarne Gospels were one of 

the most important books produced within the flourishing early Anglo-Saxon church, most likely 

under the commission of St. Cuthbert himself. These gospels traveled with St. Cuthbert when his 

community fled Lindisfarne, and are today held in the British Library. It is clear, however, that 

Bishop William and the architect of Durham Cathedral were familiar with this text, as artistic 

elements from the gospels themselves seem to be integrated into the design of Durham 

cathedral.93 On various pages of the Lindisfarne Gospels, the intricately designed and colored 

borders end in a figure that appears to be some kind of cat (see figures 1 and 2).94  These cats 

have become enigmatic while at the same time being seen as almost representative of the 

Lindisfarne Gospels and Anglo-Saxon artistic style in the seventh and eighth centuries. These 

figures have also become emblematic of Durham Cathedral, in that it appears that the style of the 

Lindisfarne Gospels cat-headed figures were transferred into an architectural style into Durham 

                                                           
92 Ibid, 17. 
93 Lisa Reilly, “Durham Cathedral: The Emergence of Anglo-Norman Architecture”, Anglo-Norman Studies 19 
(1997), 335-51. 
94 Images from http://www.britishmuseum.org. 
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Cathedral’s elevation in the corbels of the rib 

vaulting in the Norman-built portion of the extant 

building. In the same way that the cats of the 

Lindisfarne Gospels seem to find their bodies and 

spines in the elaborately designed borders of the 

pages, the Durham Cathedral cat-headed corbels 

find their backbones in the literal spines of the 

church – the vaulting ribs that form the primary 

support for the ceiling of the magnificent church 

(see figures 3 and 4).95 These figures within the 

cathedral are often simply referred to as “figure-

header corbels” rather than “cat-headed corbels” due to the lack of written evidence to suggest 

that the corbels are based on the Lindisfarne Gospels. Upon close examination of the figures, 

however, it becomes apparent that it is unlikely that the two are not linked to one another. The 

features of the Lindisfarne Gospel cats are distinct, and while the figures of Durham Cathedral 

are not exactly identical, they are arguably far 

too similar to not have been inspired by the 

illumination of the Lindisfarne Gospels (see 

figure 4). In addition to the similarities of the 

gospel and cathedral figures, another argument 

that can be made to suggest that the Durham 

Cathedral figures were inspired by the 

                                                           
95 Images from https://www.durhamworldheritagesite.com/architecture/cathedral. 

Figure 1 – Lindisfarne Gospels, Gospel page of Luke 

Figure 2 – Detail of cat from the Gospel page of Luke 



- 44 - 
 

illumination of the Lindisfarne Gospels is through an analysis of the continued need of the 

Normans to assert and consolidate their influence over the religious and political scenes in the 

North of England. The inclusion of clearly Anglo-Saxon artistic elements in the Norman-built 

Durham Cathedral was a way for the religious 

sphere to be inclusive of the native population while 

at the same time definitively reinforcing the 

presence and authority of the Norman rulers. It is 

also likely that the inclusion of these elements 

served to ingratiate the Normans to the Anglo-

Saxons through acknowledgement of  

 

Figure 3 – Durham Cathedral elevation featuring the 

figure-headed corbels and rib vaulting 

Figure 4 – Detail of figure-headed corbels from Durham Cathedral 
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their religious heritage.  

This same style of Anglo-Saxon artistic 

elements can be seen even before entering the 

cathedral, as the sanctuary knocker on the entrance 

door to the cathedral bears a striking resemblance 

to the Lindisfarne Gospels cat-headed figures as 

well (see figure 5). The sanctuary knocker is the 

first thing someone sees as they enter Durham 

Cathedral, and would have put Anglo-Saxon 

patrons in a favorable sense of mind entering the 

massive Norman building as they would see an 

artistic element with which they were already 

familiar. While the figure-headed corbels of 

Durham Cathedral are difficult to see, and therefore cannot be certainly stated from a distance 

that they look like the Lindisfarne cats, the sanctuary knocker is made in the same style, and can 

easily be seen to resemble the illumination of the Lindisfarne Gospels. From the shape of the 

figure’s ears to the expression, to the careful detailing around the eyes, the sanctuary knocker 

looks as nearly identical to the cat figures from the Lindisfarne Gospels as could be expected in 

transferring artistic design from two dimensions to three. The impact of this works on many 

levels. The visual memory elements of Anglo-Saxon history is minimal within the church, and 

yet the very inclusion of these elements at all are monumental because it shows the distinct 

thought process of the Norman rulers who designed the cathedral for the purpose of melding the 

their new population with the extant population of Anglo-Saxons in the region. The distinctly 

Figure 5 – Durham Cathedral Sanctuary Knocker (replica) 
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Anglo-Saxon artistic elements of the cathedral also allowed memory to be built around the 

Anglo-Norman people, as they served to preserve rather than write over Anglo-Saxon cultural 

memory. This created a sense of a truly merged population, as elements of both cultures were 

brought together in artistic form in the building of Durham Cathedral, rather than the Norman 

builders simply dominating the area and eliminating all visual reminders of Anglo-Saxon culture.  
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CHAPTER V: Conclusion 

 

Studying the manipulation of cultural memory focuses on the way in which invading 

forces have manipulated histories of defeated peoples in order to ensure a smooth transition of 

power and to insinuate themselves into the remaining population. In England, this kind of 

manipulation throughout centuries has informed how the British identify and remember their 

history and culture as a group to this day. In the Anglo-Norman era, the output of texts and 

artistic production aimed at manipulating the Anglo-Saxons to bend to the will of the Normans 

was extraordinary and reveals both the overt and subtle ways that this manipulation was 

accomplished. The vast majority of histories written in medieval England claim that their 

purpose is for posterity – for their most famous historical names and acts to be remembered by 

future generations. And in the case of histories, such as Symeon’s, written for this purpose of 

posterity, and for the purpose of manipulating and altering the cultural memory of the group that 

came before them, were successful, as the cultural memory of Britain today was highly 

influenced by the events and recorded histories of the Anglo-Norman period. The analysis of 

these tactics shows how British identity and historical memory have developed and evolved 

through the centuries, and can also shed light on the ways that other cultures conscientiously 

write or choose to remember particular facets about their history to build a cultural identity and 

unite as a people under a shared past, both in the medieval era and beyond.  

Propagandistic writings like Symeon’s were powerful. All histories hold some kind of 

power to the group about which they are written. Bede’s history helped his people to form their 

cultural identity under a tradition of religiosity that united disparate invaders as one common 

people. Symeon’s manipulation of that same history allowed the Normans, particularly within 

monastic and religious communities, to have an imagined history of themselves in England and 
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to more easily blend with the native population of Anglo-Saxons by understanding and 

embracing the religious devotion of the Northern English people. While the invading Normans 

slaughtered many of the Anglo-Saxons upon their arrival in England,96 their monks and other 

historical writers prove that the pen, at least in the Anglo-Norman era, was indeed mightier than 

the sword. The manipulative historical writings of the Anglo-Norman period influenced their 

own time and significantly impacted the generations that followed them. William of 

Malmesbury, following Symeon’s lead, wrote a history of the English kings that legitimized 

Norman authority as the rightful rulers of England, claiming that the merit of King William 

outweighed the atrocities of the invasion.97 The blending of the Anglo-Saxons and the Normans 

even inspired later writers to look further back in English history to develop an even longer 

cultural memory of the English people. The propagandistic writings of Geoffrey of Monmouth 

inspired Arthurian romances, which continued to build and solidify cultural memory, as the 

Anglo-Normans and the generations beyond continued to identify with a heroic religious culture 

that had existed in England long before their ancestors arrived.   

The religious scene in Durham in the post-Conquest era also reveals the power of relics 

and visual memory in influencing the culture. Through the appropriation of artistic 

representations from the Lindisfarne Gospels into the construction of Durham Cathedral, the 

Norman architects were able to create a colossal monument to the power of the Normans and 

their religious devotion, while at the same time increasing Anglo-Saxon acceptance of their 

control and authority. This subtle form of manipulation worked within early twelfth century, and 

also trickled down throughout the rest of the Middle Ages. As architectural styles developed, 

                                                           
96 James Campbell, Eric John, and Patrick Wormald, The Anglo-Saxons. (London: Penguin Books, 1991), 23. 
97 William of Malmesbury, Chronicle of the Kings of England. Translated and Edited by J. A. Giles. (London: Henry 
J. Bohn, 1847), 253-54. 
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elements of Norman design remained to retain the continuity of English memory even within 

evolving art. One of the most powerful visual memory devices that developed throughout the rest 

of the Middle Ages is the dedication and reverence of relics. Having a relic within a church 

became one of the most important aspects of the religious sphere throughout the whole of 

England because of the immense power associated with them and their power to draw more and 

more pilgrims in a church. St. Cuthbert’s shrine drew so many Anglo-Saxons into a Norman 

place of worship simply due to the perceived power of being within a close proximity to the 

remains of a saint. Reliquaries also became extremely important because they were often very 

ornate, to emphasize the power of the saint (more often just a piece of a saint) or religious item 

contained within, as well as the power of the church holding the relic.   

In the medieval period, production of artistic representations that focused on creating or 

preserving cultural memory increased dramatically. The most famous example of the increased 

production of propagandistic art in England in the decades following the Norman Conquest, of 

course, is the Bayeux Tapestry, a 230 ft. long embroidery depicting the Battle of Hastings (see 

figures 6, 7, and 8).98 The Bayeux Tapestry falls along the same lines as the construction of 

Durham Cathedral, but serves a political purpose rather than a religious one, although 

interestingly enough, was probably commissioned by a Bishop. It is thought that Bishop Odo, 

                                                           
98 Images from http://www.bayeuxtapestry.org.uk.  

Figure 6 – Bayeux Tapestry scene depicting the funeral of Edward the Confessor 

http://www.bayeuxtapestry.org.uk/
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half-brother of William the Conqueror, probably commissioned the production of the Bayeux 

Tapestry in the late eleventh century, however, the first reference to the Bayeux Tapestry does 

not come until 1476 when it was recorded among the possessions of Bayeux Cathedral, and it is 

therefore possible that the tapestry was created anytime between 1066 and 1476. With that in 

mind, it is possible that the tapestry is either a celebration of William’s conquest in his own time, 

or was created later, looking back at the success of the Norman kings.  The Bayeux Tapestry 

preserved the memory of the Norman Invasion in both artistic form and text, as the Latin text 

embroidered along the action of the tapestry tells the story of the Battle of Hastings, from the 

comet omen, to the eventual death of Harold Godwinson at the Battle of Hastings and the seizing 

of kingly power by William, Duke of Normandy. It is clear that whoever created the Bayeux 

tapestry, as well as the community for which it was created, had a deep reverence for the 

Norman authority and a dedication to preserving the memory thereof, based on his remembered

 

Figure 7 – Bayeux Tapestry scene depicting William’s call for ships to attack England 

Figure 8 – Bayeux Tapestry scene depicting William’s call for ships to attack England 
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history that was passed down to him. J. Bard McNulty says that the tapestry artist, “used pictorial 

equivalents to allude to events” that are “apparent mismatches with verbal accounts.”99 He also 

notes, however, that these mismatches, “are best understood not as mistakes, but as deliberate 

inventions,”100 and thusly a manipulation in and of itself – a visual didactic way of creating and 

preserving cultural memory of the Norman Invasion.  

The Norman Conquest forever changed England, and indeed, the British to this day trace 

their origins back to the Norman kings and the culture of a new Anglo-Norman society that 

thrived under their leadership. The enormous impact of their reign can be seen in the importance 

of the British monarchy in English society today. British society tends to trace the origins of the 

modern monarchy back to the Norman kings, and down through the lines of succession initiated 

after their reign. While the monarchy does not hold supreme power over the country in the 

modern day, it is still revered in British society and holds a very important place, as the 

monarchy is emblematic of the long history of the English people. This phenomenon of 

continued importance of the no longer powerful rank is representative of the preserved English 

cultural memory extending back to the Norman kings. In addition to this tracing of line to these 

invading kings, English memory continues to revere the Anglo-Saxon and even Briton kings that 

came long before them as a part of their continuous historical memory throughout the ages. 

Though there is little certainty as to whether or not King Arthur truly existed, he is often referred 

to as the greatest Christian king of England, a myth originated through the historical writings of 

Geoffrey of Monmouth.101 Modern day perceptions, not only of the monarchy, but who the 

                                                           
99 J. Bard McNulty, Visual Meaning in the Bayeux Tapestry: Problems and Solutions in Picturing History. 
(Lewiston, NY: The Edwin Mellen Press, 2003), 3. 
100 Ibid. 
101 Geoffrey of Monmouth, History of the Kings of Britain. Translated by Aaron Thompson, with Revisions by J.A. 
Giles. (Cambridge: In Parentheses Publications, 1999). 
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English people are (as warriors, as devout Christian heroes, as a people with a common history 

of attack and triumph) has been directly created by historical writings that have both created and 

manipulated identity throughout the centuries, all the way down to the modern day, when 

“English-ness” is still identified based on a common historical and cultural memory recorded by 

effective writers like Bede, Symeon, and many others from the twelfth century to the twenty-

first.   
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