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The Italian humanist Petrarch first defined the Middle Ages.
In his mind, this period between the Roman Empire and the Jtalian
Renaissance was "really the worst of all,"! Regarding the period's
learnedness, he asked, "indeed, what can be lower?"2 This point of
view errs in two significant ways: first, the medieval era was not a
monolithic time of stagnation, but rather went through several
political and cultural phases; second, it did not have the primitive
level of culture Petrarch assigned it. Nowhere are these points more
evident than in the renajssances of England during the cighth and
twelfth centuries. A Jarge gulf separates these two periods, whose
politics, language, and even race of people had changed hands over
the centuries; yet a high level of culture distinguished both.

It is tempting to view this great cultural growth through rose-
colored lenses. Of the Twelfth-century Renaissance, one historian

comments on "the more active life of this age,” which had a "certain

1 Francesco Petrarca, Rerum Famijliarium_ Lijbri I-VIII, trans. Aldo 8.
Berinardo (New York: Staie University of New York Press, 1975), 418.

2 Ibid,, 135.



amount ?f political advance.”3 Another historian writes that during
the eight':‘century's renaissance, “[political] stability had been
achieved.”"4 The assumption that cultural expansion signifies political
well-being owes its origins, at least in part, to the evidence that
remains from these periods because during times of political

instability, historical data is often destroyed. To a certain extent, this

is the case: for instance, no cultural flowering existed in early

O L per a .

Capetian France, which for a long while was—an extremehyk politically
’mrbulen}'t-é area.5 Since the eighth and twelfth centuries left a
relatively large corpus of information upon which scholars may
draw, modern historians have assumed the political situation during
these times was comparatively peaceful. Yet a closer examination of
the English renaissances reveals a darker side to thefe—periads.

A more realistic portrayl of eighth and twelfth-century England
can be garnered from the histories of the time. An active interest in
recording English history is one of the trademarks shared by both
renaissances. England possesses the unique claim to have the largest
amount, and the ‘gji'ﬂe.'::w‘,e:grtT quality, of historical writing in the

medieval period.6 At first glance, it might seem that those who

recorded English history viewed themselves living in a time of

3 Charles Homer Haskins, The Renaissance of the Twelfth Century
(Cambridge: Harvard University Press, 1976), 12, 13.

4 Peter Hunter Blair, The World of Bede (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press,
1960), 7.

5 Eleanor Shipley Duckett, Anglo-Saxon Saints and Scholars (Connecticut:

Archon Books, 1967), 42.

6 R.W. Southern, Medieval Humanism and Other Studies (New York: Harper and Row,

1970), 160.



political stability,

The fact that these men had the freedom, ability
and resources to write at all

Suggests this. The authors, however,
actually show a deep concern for the political situation in England,

and sometimes complain bitterly about the degradation and
sinfulness of their age.

Sometimes, modern scholars do not take the opinions of these
medieval historians seriously,

They think that, since the medieval
writers were ecclesiastical men who often

dwelt in monasteries away
from the rest of society, they were remove

d from their political
environment.

In fact, many clerics of the Middle Ages were worldly,
politically aware men who took Saint Ay

gustine's advice seriously
about the

role of churchmen as advisors and

regulators of secular
Tulers.

Even when, as in Bede's case, the historians were monks who
dwelt in monasteries,

they often took an active interest

in politics,
which can be seen in their

writings by how they side for or against a
, issue, or influential leader.

problems in their political situation, their tr

particular ruler Thus, if they saw some

oubles should be
considered as serious evidence that there truly might have ‘been a

cultural flowering that later men called

"renaissanceg” occurred
7

Nancy F. Pariner, Serious Entertainments (Chicago: The University of Chicago
Press, 1977),1 -- 3.




during times of political good fortune must be questioned. This
should not come as a complete surprise; it certainly was not the case

with the Italian Renaissance, which happened in the midst of inter-

Italian wars, foreign invasions and plague. This paper examines

three historians of the Middle Ages -- Bede, Henry of Huntingdon,

and William of Malmesbury -- who wrote during either the eighth or

the twelfth centuries, and looks at how they viewed their political

climate. On an individual level, then, it can be seen that political

turbulence was a common attribute of the English medieval

renaissances. Actually, it can be argued that the chaos in politics

caused the creation of these histories. To qualify this, however, it

must be noted that cultural trends played an equally important role

in the writings. Without this background, medieval historians would

not have had the opportunity, resources,

compose their works.

or perhaps even desire to
For this reason, a brief discussion of the

authors' cultural backgrounds will round out the discussion on

why
histories were created in medieval England.

Historians traditionally have defined 2 renaissance as a
Gr-co s

"rebirth" of Roman ideas and culture.?  This interpretation, however,

allows only for a recalling of Roman institutions. The eighth and

twelfth centuries’ cultural growth was much more original and
varied than this strict definition allows.

For the purpose of this
paper, a

"renaissance” means a period of great cultural flowering,

not
just an attempt to imitate Roman ways.

It does, however, suggest

and attempt to Tecapture a past period of greatness. That attempt in

8 Haskins, The Renaissance of the Twelfth Ceutury, 6.




England led to an interest by the Norman conquerors in the island’s
Anglo-Saxon past.

Thus, in England, renaissances of the eighth and twelfth
centuries held a number of cultural traits in common. Both revered
the "classical”, that is, Roman use of Latin; medieval historians
emulated this grammatical style in their writings.? They both had
similar expectations of how to construct a historical work: they
attempted to follow the Roman style, with its narrative form and
attempt at "objectivity."10 Finally, each renaissance in England
during the Middle Ages displayed an interest in proving the
nationhood of England by discussing its deep-rooted past.ll

Historians have given the first medieval renaissance in
England the title "the Northumbrian Renaissance,” since it occurred in
the northwestern kingdom of Northumbria. During the late seventh
and early eighth centuries, an influx of new ideas, art, and people
entered into Northumbria and created a vivid culture. The
Lindisfarne Gospels of the late seventh century constitute some of
Europe's most beautiful illuminations,and are representative of
trends in literacy and art in Northumbria.l2 The kingdom's
reputation as a center for learning was well known a century later,

when Charlemagne's Francia imported Alcuin, a scholar from this

9 Ibid., 136.

10 Ibid.

11 Southern, Medieval Humanism, 162.

12 ‘ Carl Nordenfalk, Early Medieval Book Illumination (New York: Rizzoli

International Publications, Incorporated, 1988), 34.



area to his court.!3 Alcuin's contribution to Carolingian learning
fostered what is known as the Carolingian Renaissance. Also during
this time, clerks produced a body of writings which, in number and
quality, outshone preceding and following eras.14

The Northumbrian Renaissance is best known for the historian
it produced, the Venerable Bede. In fact, to a large extent Bede
defines this renaissance. As James Campbell writes, "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.”"15 Bede's central contribution was
his history of England, entitled the Historia Ecclesiastica Gentis
Anglorum (Hereafter the Historia).

Bede probably completed the Historia around 731. Drawn from
various written sources as well as oral tradition, it was a narrative of
England's past from the time before the Roman occui)ation of Britain
to the date of writing.16 The Historia was read throughout the
Middle Ages as the most reliable and comprehensive source for

English history.17 Although Bede. included many miracle stories in

13 Rodney Thomson, William of Malmesbury (New Hamshire: The Boydell Press,
1987), 145.

14 For examples of this literature, secc Bede's Expositio actum _apostolorum et
retractatio; the Vita sancti Cuthberti; for a more exiensive list, see Blair's World
of Bede.

15 James Campbell, ed., The Anglo-Saxons (London: Penguin Books, 1991), 70.

16 Bede, A_History of the English Church and People, trans. by Leo Sherley-Price, ed.,

by E.V. Rieu (Middlesex: Penguin Books Limited, 1962), 25.

17 Antonia Gransden, Historical Writing in England ¢, 550 to ¢, 1307 (Ithica:
Cambridge University Press, 1974), 27.




his text, since he sincerely believed them to be true, in general
historians have appreciated his attempt to separate fact from
fiction.!® Medieval scholars were to praise Bede and emulate the
astuteness of his Latin, his research, his discerning judgement, and
his clear prose.l®

Part of Bede's talent lay in the fact that he broke away from
previous conceptions of history. He had seen other histories from the
Ancient period, such as Eusebius's Church History, which might have
influenced how he constructed the Historia's narrative form, which

was a rare characteristic in early medieval writing.20 Yet unlike

—

. - . " . . S ari Led s
earlier historians, Bede saw English history in terms of Christian Eareteo

events, having a definite plan that followed God's will. This
ecclesiastical orientation of the Historia characterizes not only }hé
Bede's work, but the Northumbrian Renaissance as a whole.21
Another important aspect of Bede's view of history that the
Historia depicts was his recognition of England's nationhood. Despite
its distinct kingdoms, the English people were joined by a common
history that had its origins in the Christian God. The Christian
conversions of Kent, Mercia, Northumbria and other kingdoms; the
clerks, sﬁch as Paulinus, who crossed from kingdom to kingdom; and

the Latin language used in ecclesiastical affairs united the English

18 Ibid., 21.
19 Pariner, Serious Entertainments, 63.

20 Walter Goffart, The narrators of Barbarian History (New Jersey: Princeton
University Press, 1988), 249. >

21 See Blair, World of Bede, passim. 282-295.; the chapter entitled, "Secular and
Christian Books.”



people.22  The idea of England as a nation had never been expressed
so concretely before the Historia, and in this fact lay one of the most
notable characteristics of Bede's work.

Unfortunately, Ql_ae Bede is unique. No other histories exist
from his time that can be compared to the Historia. Therefore, his
opinion of the political situation in Northumbria stands alone. This is
not the case with the second renaissance in England. Actually, the
second had several remarkable historians, who each had their
particular interpretation of the early twelfth-century's political
climate. These historians were part and parcel of a movement later
scholars dubbed the Twelfth-century Renaissance.?3

There were important differences between this renaissance
and the Northumbrian. The twelfth-century cultural flowering was
not confined to a small geographical location or carried out by a
limited number of clerks.24 Rather it encompassed people of various
political or religious backgrounds throughout Western Europe. This
renaissance also differed in character from the Northumbrian. First,

it was more secular. This was the time of the Golliard scholars, for

instance, who wrote poetry that dwelt on the power of Venus and

Fortuna as often as religious subjects.25

22 Henry Mayer-Harting, The Coming of Christianity 10 Anglo-Saxon England
(Pennsylvania, The Pennsylvania State University Press, 1991), 57. also, see Bede, A
History, 38., for the unifying influence of Latin.

For an overall view of the Twelfth-century Renaissance, see Haskins, The

23

Renaissance of the Twelfth Century

24 Haskins, The Renaissance of the Twelfth Cenfury, 11.
25 Ibid., 142.



This renaissance also made use of more sources. Classical

works rediscovered from the Roman and Greek eras, and an
increased movement of ideas led to innovations in theology, art, and

many other cultural directions. The birth of the *\modcrn,)university"

. —

occurred during this time.26 Gothic architecture alsa_developed,

Roman laws were revived and studied, and previously unseen
translations of Aristotle were commented on by philosophers.27

Another product of the Twelfth-century Renaissance was the

renewed interest in recording English history. The twelfth-century

historians had much in common with Bede, whom they idolized.28
They admired his astuteness in Latin and scholarship, and, like him,
had an interest in establishing the nationhood of England through its

In fact, these newer historians relied upon
Scholars

distinguished history,29
Bede to prove that England had a past worth remembering.

of the Italian Renaissance had a Roman background that they could
admire; continental historians had pasts that were aiso well
integrated into the Roman Empire; England’s experience did not lie so
much in (the; Rome as in Anglo-Saxon England, and so the Twelfth-

century historians turned to virtually the only source they had of

English history, the Historia. The fact that sometimes entire passages

of the Historia were copied verbatim into the Twelfth-century

26 Ibid., 368.

27 Ibid.

28 Gransden, Historical Writing in England, 27.
29 Southern, Medieval Humanism, 162.
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