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COURSE DESCRIPTION 
 

This course focuses on Insular Latin texts written by, for, and about women, to be studied for their own 
sake as literature, as well as for the cultural and historical interest of their content. Although there survive 
very few texts confidently attributable to female authors, what we have forms a coherent group (the letters 
connected with the eighth-century missions to Germany, and Hugeburc’s Vitae of Willibald and 

Wynnebald from the same milieu) that is of considerable interest and value, as a record of women’s 
education and status at the time. These authoresses can then be contrasted with the silent women who 
were the intended recipients of Aldhelm’s slightly earlier treatise on virginity, as well as those of an 
earlier age who populate its pages as exemplary virgins. Our insight into their interests can also be 
complemented in a fascinating way by the only biblical commentary by Bede that was commissioned by a 
nun, namely his mystical exposition of Habakkuk. Hagiography offers the chance to scrutinise male 
authorial attitudes to the depiction of women across a remarkable range, from one of the earliest surviving 
Insular Latin saints’ Lives, Cogitosus’ seventh-century Vita Brigidae, to the immediately post-Conquest 
Vitae written by Goscelin of Saint-Bertin to commemorate the Anglo-Saxon female saints of a much 
earlier period. Just as Aldhelm offered guidance for his seventh-century female audience regarding 
chastity, humility, and appropriate garb, so also Goscelin’s Liber confortatorius, composed for his former 
pupil, the anchoress Eve, can be read as a handbook for a would-be saint. Works commissioned by 
prominent women, while also describing those very women (the Encomium Emmae Reginae, and the Vita 

Eadwardi confessoris, written for Edward’s wife, Queen Eadgyth), are fertile ground for an examination 
of the meeting (or not) of reader expectation and authorial preconception. By offering the opportunity to 
study a selection of these texts, this course seeks to set the careful reading of primary sources against the 
background of current scholarship’s lively debate and sometimes controversial theoretical readings, in 
order to allow students to engage with such debate in an informed way. 
 

The course builds on skills acquired in Part I, paper 9, by offering the chance of a progression to more 
challenging Latin texts, such as Aldhelm’s De uirginitate and some of the eleventh-century 
hagiographies, in order to consolidate and improve linguistic competence and to foster confidence in 
facing a variety of styles of Latin. It will enable students to move from the general overview of the 
development of Insular Latin literature gained in Part I, to a more intimate familiarity with two particular 
genres, epistolography and hagiography, the latter spanning the fullest chronological and geographical 
range of Insular Latin. There will also be the opportunity to look at literary genres not represented in the 
Part I curriculum, namely biblical exegesis and works of spiritual instruction. Study of the primary 
sources will combine literary analysis with attention to historical context. The course will also introduce 
students to some modern literary theories which they can begin to weigh against their own first-hand view 
of the textual realities, so as to sharpen critical judgement.  
 

ORGANISATION OF TEACHING 

 

The course will be taught in a series of 8 weekly seminars in Michaelmas term and 8 in Lent term, 
dedicated to discussion of selected topics or specific authors and their works, with some time set aside to 
translating or analysing relevant Latin texts. Students will be expected to study the prescribed texts 
independently, as well as preparing to give short presentations at the seminars, based on reading guided 
by a bibliography distributed at the start of the year. 
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EXAMINATION 

 

A three-hour examination, consisting of one compulsory translation and analysis question (from a choice 
of three) [worth 40% of total mark], and two essays from a choice of about 8 [worth 30% each]. 
 
SEMINAR TOPICS 

 

Feminist theory and medieval literature: an introduction.  
Bede the misogynist and the suppression of female agency 
The audience of Aldhelm’s De uirginitate 

Aldhelm’s virgins – models for whom? 
Women’s status and education as reflected by the Bonifatian correspondence 
Hygeburc: women’s self-image; scholarly attitudes towards women writers 
Bede’s commentary on Habakkuk – exegesis specially for women? 
Cogitosus’s Life of Brigit 
Virginity pursued and preserved 
Female sanctity: other models of sanctity 
The Encomium Emmae: a woman’s self-justification? 

The Vita Ædwardi regis: the Lady Edith’s book. 
Goscelin’s Book of Comforting 
 
 
PRELIMINARY BACKGROUND READING 

 

P. Dronke, Women Writers of the Middle Ages (Cambridge, 1984), chapter 1 
 

S. Hollis, Anglo-Saxon Women and the Church: Sharing a Common Fate (Woodbridge, 1992) 
 

C.A. Lees and G.R. Overing, Double Agents. Women and Clerical Culture in Anglo-Saxon England 

(Philadelphia, PA, 2001) 
 
M. Lapidge and R.C. Love, ‘The Latin Hagiography of England and Wales (600-1550)’, in 
Hagiographies: histoire internationale de la littérature hagiographique latine et vernaculaire, en 

Occident, des origines à 1500, ed. G. Philippart (Brepols, 2001), vol. III, pp. 1-120 
 

PRESCRIBED TEXTS 

 
A selection from the following (all texts will be provided): 
 
Aldhelm, Prose De uirginitate and Carmen de uirginitate, ed. R. Ehwald, Aldhelmi Opera Omnia, 
Monumenta Germaniae Historica, Auctores Antiquissimi 15 (Berlin, 1919)  
 

The letters written by, and addressed to, women in the Bonifatian correspondence, ed. M. Tangl, 
Monumenta Germaniae Historica, Epistolae Selectae I (Berlin, 1916) 
 

Hygeburc’s Vita s. Willibaldi episcopi and Vita s. Wynnebaldi abbatis, ed. O. Holder-Egger, Monumenta 
Germaniae Scriptores 15 (1887-8), 86-106 and 106-117 
 

Bede, Historia ecclesiastica gentis Anglorum on Æthelthryth and Seaxburh (IV.19-20 [17-18]), the 
Barking ladies (IV.6-10), and Hild (IV.23 [21]), ed. and trans. B. Colgrave and R.A.B. Mynors, Bede’s 

Ecclesiastical History of the English People (Oxford, 1969; reprinted 1991) 
 

Bede, In Cantica Habacuc Allegorica Expositio, ed. J.E. Hudson, Corpus Christianorum Series Latina 
119B (Turnhout, 1983), 381-409 
 

Goscelin, Liber confortatorius, ed. C.H. Talbot, ‘The Liber Confortatorius of Goscelin of Saint Bertin, 
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Analecta Monastica 37 (1955) 1-117  
  
Goscelin, Vita s. Edithe, ed. A. Wilmart, ‘La légende de Ste Édithe en prose et vers par le moine 
Goscelin’, Analecta Bollandiana, 56 (1938), 5-101, 265-307  
 
Goscelin, Vita s. Mildrethe, ed. D.W. Rollason, The Mildrith Legend. A Study in Early Medieval 

Hagiography in England (Leicester, 1982), pp. 108-43  

 

Goscelin, Vita s. Wulfilde, ed. M. Colker, ‘Texts of Jocelyn of Canterbury which relate  to the history of 
Barking Abbey’, Studia Monastica 7 (1965), 383-460 
 
Goscelin, Vitae ss. Werburge, Sexburge and Eormenhilde, ed. and trans., R.C. Love, Goscelin of Saint-

Bertin. The Lives of the Female Saints of Ely, Oxford Medieval Texts (Oxford, 2004) 
 

Anon., Vita s. Cuthburge, ed. R. Rushforth, ‘The medieval hagiography of St Cuthburg’, Analecta 

Bollandiana 118 (2000), 291-324 
 

Anon., Vita s. Fritheswithe, ed. W.J. Blair, Saint Frideswide Patron of Oxford (Oxford, 1988) 
 

Cogitosus, Vita s. Brigitae, ed. Patrologia Latina 72, cols. 775-90, and Acta Sanctorum, Feb. I.135-41 
 

Conchubranus, Vita s. Monennae, ed. M. Esposito, ‘Conchubrani Vita Sanctae Monennae’, Proceedings 

of theRoyal Irish Academy 28C (1910), 202-38; Ulster Society of Mediaeval Latin Studies, ‘The Life of 
St Monenna by Conchubranus’, Seanchas Ardmhacha 9 (1978-9), 250-73 and 10 (1980-2), 117-41 
 

Anon., Vita s. Wenefredae (ed. A.W. Wade-Evans, Vitae Sanctorum Britanniae et Genealogiae (Cardiff, 
1944), pp. 288-308 
 

Anon., Vita S. Osmannae, ed. Acta Sanctorum, Sept. III.417-25 
 
Turgot, Vita S. Margaretae reginae Scotiae, ed. Acta Sanctorum, Iun., II.328-35; J.H. Hinde, Symeonis 

Dunelmensis Opera, Surtees Society 51 (Durham, 1868), pp. 234-54 
 
Anon., Encomium Emmae Reginae, ed. A. Campbell, Camden Society, 3rd series 72 (London, 1949), 
reprinted with a supplementary introduction by S. Keynes, Camden Classic Reprints 4 (Cambridge, 1998) 
 

Anon., Vita Eadwardi Confessoris, ed. and trans. F. Barlow, The Life of King Edward who rests at 

Westminster, Oxford Medieval Texts, 2nd edition (Oxford 1992) 


