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The spirituality portrayed in Ancrene Wisse and the texts associated with it is
rooted in the anchoress’ own situation; a female solitary enclosed within the four
walls of her anchorhouse. The images used to express that spirituality are tied to her
experience of enclosure and to her gender. These two elements come tegether in the

matrix of in which the " female body becomes

identified with the anchorhouse in which it is enclosed. The spirituality of these texts
is thus deeply grounded in the anchoress’ sexuality and her perception of her own
body.

The images of enclosure and female sexuality which dominate these texts arc
expressed in terms of the paradox of the virgin who is at the same time the lover and
bride of Christ. The female body enclosed within the anchorhouse is sealed by
physical chastity, just as the anchoress is sealed within her anchorhouse. Physical
putity is itself an image or symbol of the purity of heart and soul which is an essential
prerequisite for the anchoress’ goal of union with God. It is for this, and this alone,
that she has turned from the world and enclosed her body and heart in the confines
of her anchorhouse.

The union with God which the anchoress se s is also described in images
which are governed by both her enclosure and her gender. The spiritual quest of the
anchoress is unequivocally the search of a female devotee for a male God, who

approaches her in very human terms. The enclosed chamber of her heart which she



iii
prepares for his coming is the arbour or bower in which she greets her beloved, and
the nest or womb in which she nurtures her God. Her union with God is Jescribed
in terms both sensual and sensuous, combining erotic imagery with imagery of
motherhood and fertility. The erotic union with Christ available to the anchoress in
her enclosure transforms and redeems, as the body which is vulnerable to lust (her

own and others') becomes the vessel which bears Christ through imitation and union.
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INTRODUCTION

In the early thirteenth century, somewhere in the English West Midlands,
three young women of noble birth turned from the world and embraced the enclosed
life of the anchoress. They had a confessor and spiritual advisor, a man whom they
trusted and who had for them a deep understanding and abiding affection. They
repeatedly begged him to write a "rule" for them, to guide them in the life which they
had chosen, and after much urging he reluctantly accepted the task. Thus was born
the Ancrene Wisse, a pearl of early middle English prose.'

Although the author originally addressed his work to his three charges alone,
he clearly had a larger audience in mind.? Ancrene Wisse soon became popular,
filling as it did the need for a vernacular guide to a life which was becoming an
increasingly attractive choice for pious women. It was soon revised for a larger
community and began to circulate with other texts written, if not by the same author,

by men who were close to him in both dialect and thought: the texts of the Katherine

! This according to the author’s Introduction (AW L5, [S/W 47}, cp. AW viii.221
[S/W 207]). However, this profession of reluctance on the part of the author is a
topos, assumed by other authors as well. See, for example, Aelred of Rievaulx, Rule
of Life for a Recluse, in Treatises and Pastoral Prayer, tran. Mary Paul Macpherson,
CF 2 (Kalamazou, 1971) [hereafter RR], p. 43; and A. Savage and N. Watson,

ity: Ancrene Wisse and Works, (New York, 1991)

[hereafter S/W], p. 340, n.3. To avoid confusion in referring 1o the sections of
Ancrene Wisse, references !0 the Author’s Introduction will be abbreviated AW.1, and
to the individual parts will be i in lower case Roman numerals.

2 See,

example, AW v.175 [S/W 173]).
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Group.? Perhaps later, but not much later, other texts became associated with it: the
texts of the Wooing Group.® Ancrene Wisse became so popular that it was translated
into both French and Latin, and survives in seventeen medieval manuscripts or

fragments.® The popularity of Ancrene Wisse and its related texts is also attested by

* Hali Meiohad (HM), Sawles Warde (SW), Seinte Katerine (SK), Seinte Margarete
(SM), and Seinte Iuliene (SJ). Some of these texts may, in fact, antedate Ancrene
Wisse; for example, the author of Ancrene Wisse refers at one point to ower englische
boc of seinte Margarete (AW iv.125 [S/W 137]).

4 be Wohunge of ure Lauerd (WLd), On wele swude God Ureisun of God Almihti
(UrG), On Lofsong of ure Louerde (LLo), and O». _ofsong of Ure Lefdi [or Pe Creisun
of Seinte Marie] (LLe).

5 R. Dahood, "dncrene Wisse, the Katherine Group and the Wohunge Group," in
AS.G. Edwards (ed.), Middle English Prose: A Critical Guide to Major Authors and
Genres, (New Jersey, 1984), pp. 2-5 gives a brief description of the manuscripts in
which Ancrene Wisse is found. For a more detailed description of the major
manuscripts containing the Ancrene Wisse, and their affiliations, see E.J. Dobson,
"The Affiliations of the Manuscripts of Ancrene Wisse," in N. Davis and C.L. Wrenn
(eds.), English and Medieval Studies presented to J.R.R. Tolkien, (London, 1962), pp-
128-163. A detailed description of the manuscripts can also be found in Geoffrey
Shepherd, Ancrene Wisse Parts Six and Seven, (London, 1959, repr. 1965), pp. ix-xiv.
The most important manuscripts are: Corpus Christi College, Cambridge MS 402
[Corpus], upon which the study presented here is based; British Museum Cotton MS
Nero Axiv [Nero]; BM Cotton MS Cleopatra C.vi [Cleopatra]; and BM Cotton MS
Titus D.xviii [Titus]. MS Bodley 34 [Bodley] and BM Royal MS A.xxvii [Royal], while
not containing AW, contain several of the texts of the Katherine Group and the
Wooing Group. Shepherd includes an extremely useful chart outlining the distribution
of the texts of the Katherine Group and the Wooing Group in these six manuscripts
(p. xiv).
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the fact that parts of them were later expanded and/or incorporated into other texts
such as The Chastising of God’s Children, and A Talking of The Love of God.®

In order to provide a context for Ancreize Wisse and the texts associated with

it, this introduction will first discuss the nature of the anchoritic life, before

p ing to an i ion of the texts Then, after a brief overview
of recent scholarship devoied to these texts, I will outline the argument of this
dissertation and the approach which I will take in my discussion of the spirituality

presented in the anchoritic texts.

‘THE ANCHORITIC LIFE

The anchoritic life was a life which embodied many paradoxes. It was a
difficult life, both physically and spiritually, viewed by St. Benedict as a progression
from the communal life.” St. Benedict identified anchorites as the chosen few:

those, namely, who not in the first fervor of their conversion, but after

long probation in the monastery, have long since learned by the help

of many others, to fight against the devil, and being well armed, are
able to go forth from the ranks of their brethren to the singlehanded

6 See S/W p. 378, n. 61 and p. 429, n. 7; H.E. Allen, "Some Fourteenth Century
Borrowings from ‘Ancrene Riwle’," MLR 18 (1923), pp. 1-8; and Dahood, "4W, KG
and WG," pp. 15, 17.

7 This view of the itic life as a progression from the life does
not seem to apply to English anchoresses, however, as we shall see below.




combat of the desert, safe now, even without the consolation of

another, to fight with their own strength against the weaknesses of the

flesh and their own evil thoughts, God alone aiding them.
The anchorite (or anchoress) was a spiritual athlete, a soldier of Christ entering into
heroic combat with the forces of the devil in his or her solitary retreat. This notion
remained the ideal throughout the middle ages, even when the desert retreat became
a cell attached to a church. In fact, the anchorite in his or her cell became a highly
visible symbol of the highest spiritual calling. Anchorites and anchoresses provided
those who remained in the world with a model to emulate, and in their asceticism
and prayer upheld the community through intercession. Anchorites were therefore
accorded enormous respect in the middle ages.”

The itic cell had many i ings which affected the symbols

used to describe it. It was the symbolic desert, reflecting the desert retreats of the

earliest i it was the in of ion where the

8 Holy Rule of St. Benedict, ch. 2, quoted by Warren, Anchorites and Their Patrons
in Medieval England, (Los Angeles, 1985), p. 23.

9 See Warren, Anc/wnm and Their Patrons, pp. 15-17. Although the terms
"anchorite" and d in the di ion which follows, I use the
term "anchorite" as a generic term 1o refer to both male and female recluses. I have
struggled with the problem of using a "male" term to describe a profession which was
predominantly female in thirteenth century England, at the time when the anchoritic
texts under discussion here were written, and have sought a term which would be
inclusive. 1 considered using non-gendered terms such as "solitary" or "recluse;"
however, these terms are less specialized than the terms "anchorite” and "anchoress,”
and lose the connection with cognate terms such as "anchoritic" and "anchorhouse."
In the end, in order to retain the technical meaning and nuances of the terminology
of anchoritism, I have used the term "anchorite” as an inclusive term, as indeed does
‘Warren, and reserved "anchoress" for the discussion of female recluses in particular.
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communed with God. However, it was also a prison: the undeserved prison of the
martyr assailed by the forces of the devil and the deserved prison of the penitent
sinner who must flee from the world in order to atone for sin. It was the wilderness
through which the solitary travelled in order to reach the goal of the heavenly city:
lost, alone, and beset by temptation, the anchorite struggled within him or herself to
find the direction which would l=ad to God.'®

The desert or wilderness thus became a mental state as well as a physical
place, symbolizing both the aridity, danger and loneliness of the wilderness of

Scripture, and the hidden itinerary of the mystical journey; the prison to which the

is and the in upon which he or she communes with

God."! The images used to describe the anchoritic life thus include images of

penance and icism, as the ite is to see himself or herself as
the weakest of humans, flecing from the dangers of the world in order to atone for
sin. This attitude is exemplified in a passage from Walter Hilton's The Ladder of
Perfection, written in the fourteenth century for a female recluse:
Discipline your will and, if possible, your feelings to recognize that you
are unfit to live among other folk, unworthy to serve God in the
fellowship of His servants, unprofitable to your fellow-Christians, and
lacking both knowledge and strength to perform the good works of the

active life for the benefit of your fellows as other men and women do.
Consequently you are a wretched outcast, rejected by everyone, and

® Warren, Anchorites and Their Patrons, pp. 8-10.

! Warren, Anchorites and Their Patrons, pp. 10-12.



confined to a cell alone, so that, since you cannot help anyone b2y good
works, you may not harm anyone by your evil example (1. 16)."

was thus il as impri: However, this was an

imprisonment from which the anchorite would never re-emerge. Hence, enclosure
was also described using the more extreme imagery of a living death: the cell which
was a penitential prison was also a grave. This concept is refle «ed not only in the
imagery used to describe the anchoritic life, but also in the enclosure ceremony itself.
Warren describes the. earliest extant enclosure ceremony, dating from the twelfth
century. The ceremony begins with a lengthy and symbolic mass:

After the mass the recluse is conducted to his reclusorium while the
entourage chants antiphons and psalms drawn from the Office of the
Dead; the reclusorium is sanctified with holy water and incense. The
officiant then proceeds with the Office of Extreme Unction followed
by prayers for the dying. Now the recluse enters the house; the

t sprinkles him with a little dust to the continued singing of
antiphons and psalms; all then withdraw save the priest, who remains
with the recluse to tell him to rise and to live by obedience. On the

12 Walter Hilton, The Ladder of Perfection, tran. Leo Sherley-Price, (New York,
1957, repr. 1988), pp. 16-17. That this attitude applies to both male and female
recluses is evident from a similar passage from the preface to the ceremony of
enclosure found in the early sixteenth-century Sarum Manual: "Let the one who is
enclosed learn not to think highly of himself, as though he deserves to be set apart
from the mass of mankind; but let him rather believe that it is provided and
appointed for his own weakness that he should be set far from the companionship
of his neighbours, lest by more frequent sins he should both himself perish and do
harm to those who dwell with him, and should thus fall into greater damnation. Let
him think he is i of his sins and itted to solitary
as to a prison, and that on account of his own weakness he is unworthy of the
fellowship of mankind.” Cited by R.M. Clay, The Hermits and Anchorites of England,
(London, 1914), p. 193.




emergence of the officiant the command is given to block up the door
of the house.'?

The anchorite was symbolically dead to the world, buried in his or her cell.
Here, the anchorite was free to commune with God and to seek the mystical union
with God which is the closest earthly approximation of the eternal joy of paradise."*
Mystical union, however, was not achieved easily. One of the dominant images for
the anchoritic life in 4ncrene Wisse and its related texts is that of crucifixion, an image
which combines the extreme asceticism of the prison with the concept of the
anchorhouse' as a grave. In her cell, the anchoress is described as hanging on the
cross with Christ, enclosed within her four walls as he was on the cross and in the
sepulchre. The suffering of the penitential and ascetic enclosed life was thus

transformed into a vehicle of union with Christ in his passion.

'3 Warren, Anchorites and Their Patrons, p. 98.

1 The terms "mystical” or ive" have many ings and are used in
many different ways. In this thesis, lhue terms are used in lhelr broader sense, 10
describe the life of contemplation of God leading toward a heightened state of
conciousness in which union with God can be achieved. The contemplative life is
usually contrasted with the active life, the life of Mary as opposed to that of Martha
(see AW viii.211-212 [S/W 200)). See also Warren, Anchorites and Their Patrons, pp.
100-101 and n. 20.

15 "Anchorhouse” (ancre hus) is the term used throughout Ancrene Wisse for the
anchoress’s cell (eg. AW ii.58 [S/W 88]; vi.193 [S/W 187]). Anchoresses in particular
would typically be enclosed in an anchorhouse which was either attached to or close
by a church, as they could not live in isolation from humankind for reasons of safety.
These cells were often endowed by local patrons.
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Although it began as a male profession, anchoritism was a vocation which was
more common among women than men throughout the middle ages.'® This was
particularly true in England during the twelfth and thirteenth centuries:

English anchoritism was ... a vocation that already was biased toward

women in the twelfth century. It became sharply female in orientation

in the thirteenth century.!”

There are several reasons for this. One was the increase in lay piety which
was evident throughout Europe in the thirteenth century.”® Another was that the
anchoritic life offered women a religious vocation with a status which was unavailable
to her in any other form of religious life. Unlike men, women could not become
hermits, largely for fear of physical molestation.! Barred from the priesthood, the
only other option open to her was that of a professed nun. For many, this option was
either unattractive or unavailable. Nunneries in England were notoriously poor, and

many required a "dowry" which would be beyond the means of any but the upper

16 Warren, Anchorites and Their Patrons, p. 19. The period defined by Warren
in her discussion is 1100-1539.

17 Warren, Anchorites and Their Patrons, p. 20.
18 Warren, Anchorites and Their Patrons, p. 22.

19 The distinction between anchorites and hermits is not always clear in medieval
writings. In general, however, scholars distinguish between anchorites, who were
enclosed in a fixed site and vowed to maintain stability of abode, and hermits, who
were free to move wherever they could find a means of making a living, either
through performing some service such as maintaining a chapel or a road, or through
alms. The vocation of a hermit includes a much broader range of lifestyles and
behavior than anchoritism, which is a narrowly defined vocation under much stricter
ecclesiastical control. See Warren, Anchorites and Their Patrons, pp. 7-8, 16, 152.
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class. In addition, the poverty of many nunneries meant that nuns were forced to work
extremely hard just to maintain a very basic level of subsistence. This left precious little
time for contemplation.”

For women, therefore, the anchoritic life was rarely seen as the progression from
the communal life described by St. Benedict. Rather, the enclosed cell of the anchoress
provided an alternative for the pious lay woman whc wished to dedicate her lifc to
God." Here she could flee from the dangers of the world and, through penance and
asceticism, atone for her sins. Here she could enter into heroic combat with the forces
of evil, battling sin and temptation and overcoming them through a chaste and ascetic
life. But most important, here she could commune with Ged, through meditation and
devotion which was centred around the human Christ suffering with her and for her on

the cross.”

® See Eileen Power, Medieval Women, ed. M.M. Postan, (Cambridge, 1975) ch. 5,
and Medieval English Nunneries (Cambridge, 1922), upon which it is based; and
Medieval English Nunneries c. 1275-1535, (New York, 1964). Other studies of the
religious vocation open to women in the middle ages include: Sr. Mary Byme, The
Tradition of the Nun in Medieval England, (Washington, D.C., 1932); Sharon Elkins,
Holy Women of Twelfth-Century England, (Chapel Hill, N.C., 1988); Christine Fell,
Women in Anglo-Saxon England, (London, 1984); John A. Nichols, and Lillian Thomas
Shank, (eds) Medieval Religious Women I: Distant Echoes, (Kalamazoo, 1984) and
Medieval Religious Women II: Peace Weavers, (Kalamazoo, 1987); and Susan Mosher
Stuard, Women in Medieval Society, (University of Pennsylvania Press, 1976).

' Warren, Anchorites and Their Patrons, p. 22.
2 For excellent summaries of the anchoritic life, see also S/W pp. 15-28; and Robert

W. Ackerman and Roger Dahood (ed. and tran.), Ancrene Riwle: Introduction and Part
I, (Binghamton, New York, 1984), pp. 7-16.



THE TEXTS AND THEIR HISTORY
ANCRENE WISSE

Ancrene Wisse was originally written for three sisters of noble birth who, "in
the flower of their youth," renounced the pleasures of the world to become
anchoresses. They were fortunate in their situation, for, unlike many recluses, they
were provided for by a "friend," who generously supplied all that they needed in the
way of food and clothing for both themselves and their maidservants.2*

The date and provenance of Ancrene Wisse have been the subject of much
investigation.? Early studies proposed dates ranging from the mid-twelfth to the
early thirteenth century. H.E. Allen devoted a great deal of work to determining the

origins of the text, concluding that the original version was written for a group of

2 The passage which tells us of these three sisters is found in full only in Nero
£.50, p. 85.8-27 (see the translation by M.B. Salu, The Ancrene Riwle, [London, 1955,
repr. 1967], p. 84). Warren stresses the need for patronage throughout her book, and
gives many examples of the kinds of support that an anchorite or anchoress might
receive, indicating .hat the situation of the three sisters in Ancrene Wisse might not
have been quite so unusual (see, for example, Anchorites and Their Patrons, chapters
2 and 6). However, Warren also gives examples of anchoresses who were without
patronage or who lost their support, for example through the death of a patron, and
suffered disastrous consequences (Anchorites and Their Patrons, pp. 43f.).

2 For a review of scholarly discussion of Ancrene Wisse, see Dahood, "4AW, KG
and WG," pp. 8-16.
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three sisters living in the priory of Kilburn. near London, from the 1130's.>* While
the history of these three sisters does contain some remarkable parallels to that of
the three sisters for whom the Ancrene Wisse was written, the date is far too early.
A considerable amount of the material in Ancrene Wisse is based on the writings of
Bernard of Clairvaux and Aelred of Rievaulx, as pointed out by, among others, R.W.
Chambers.® In addition, J.R.R. Tolkien concluded from his study of the dialect of
the Corpus manuscript that the original could not have been composed before 1200.
He argues that the dialect of the revised Corpus version is too pure to allow for a
long period of time between the composition of the original and the revision. Since
Corpus cannot have been composed before the arrival of the friars in England (1221-
1224), Tolkien concluded that the original must have been written sometime after
120077

The question of dating was raised again by Shepherd. Shepherd argues for
a date "about the year 1200, and on the whole probably after, rather than before
12002 He bases his argument on the liturgical background which is, at the

earliest, late twelfth century, and on several references which seem to suggest a date

25 See H.E. Allen, "The Origin of the Ancrene Riwle," PMLA 33 (1918) pp. 474-
546; and "On the Author of the Ancrene Riwle," PMLA 44 (1929) pp..635-80.

2% "Recent Research upon the Ancren Riwle," RES 1 (1925) pp. 4-23.

27 " Ancrene Wisse and Hali Meibhad," E&S 14 (1929) pp. 103-26. For the dating
of the Corpus revision, see below, pp. 13f.

2 Shepherd, AW Six and Seven, p. xxiv.
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"not earlier than the last decade of the twelfth century,” such as the treatment of
Greek fire, the description of the crucifix with three nails, and the author’s reference
to tournaments. Shepherd also argues that the devotional content of Ancrene Wisse
reflects concerns of the twelfth, rather than the thirteenth, century, and that it
therefore must have been composed before the Fourth Lateran Council of 12157
However, G. Sitwell, in his Introduction to Salu’s translation of Ancrene Wisse,
suggested that Ancrene Wisse was influenced by the manuals for confession and
penance which appeared in great numbers after the Fourth Lateran Council.
Similarly, Sitwell points out that many features of the devotions in Ancrene Wisse
seem 1o be drawn from the late twelfth or early thirteenth centuries.®! Sitwell
therefore argues for a date after 1215.
The controversy over the dating of Ancrene Wisse was taken up by EJ.
Dobson, and it is his work which has shed the most light on the origins of the text.
He points out several weaknesses in Shepherd’s argument that the work should be

dated before 1215, primarily with to Shepherd’s di ion of

and the devotional concerns which S iders to be i ible with a date

2 Shepherd, AW Six and Seven, pp. xxiii-xxv.
%0 Salu, Ancrene Riwle, pp. xviii-xd.

1 Salu, Ancrene Riwle, pp. 193-196.
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after the Fourth Lateran Council™? He also directs attention to several other
details which suggest a date after 1215 such as the Ancrene Wisse's treatment of the
practice of blood-letting, and the concern with meals and diet.™* In addition,
Dobson argues that the textual history of Ancrene Wisse must be taken into
consideration. The revised version, found in the Corpus manuscript, must be dated

after the arrival of the friars in England, as this manuscript contains a unique

to both Domini and i friars (AW 36 [S/W 73]). The
Dominicans arrived in 1221 and the Franciscans in 1224, and the Franciscan house
in Hereford (near which, Dobson argues, Ancrene Wisse was written) was established
¢.1227. Dobson therefore suggests a date for the Corpus revision of "about 1230."*
Dobson argues that the revisions in Corpus are so consistent with the original version
in both language and style that they must have been composed by the author himself
in order to elaborate or clarify the original text and to adapt it 1o the needs of a
community that had grown from its original complement of three anchoresses to

twenty or more®® In addition, he points to the evidence of the Cleopatra

32 "The Date and Composition of Ancrene Wisse," in J.A. Burrow (ed.), Middle
English Literature: British Academy Gollancz Lectures, (Oxford, 1989), pp. 95-98.

3 “Date and Composition," pp. 100-102. See also pp. 102-105 for further
examples of this sort.

34 "Date and Composition," pp. 104-105.

35 "Date and Composition," pp. 106-111; cp. AW iv.130 [S/W 141). Dobson
accounts for the growth of the community on pp. 115-118.
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manuscript, which has been edited in several hands. One of these, identified by
Dobson as "scribe B," corrects the text in a way that suggests "a modern author
correcting and revising a bad set of prm:n[sf's'S Dobson concludes that scribe B was,
in fact, the author. Thus, according to Dobson’s argument,

a single man was responsible for the composition of Ancrene Wisse, for

the correction and revision of the Cleopaira MS., and for the making

of the Corpus version.¥’
While some time must e allowed between the original composition and the writing
of Corpus, the gap is considerably narrowed if they were indeed written by the same
man. Dobson suggests that Ancrene Wisse was written sometime after the decrees of
the Fourth Lateran Council became known in England, possibly after the Council of
Oxford in 1222, and was revised about 1228-1230.%

Dobson has also shed considerable light on the related question of where the

text originated. The work of J.R.R. Tolkien on the dialect of Ancrene Wisse, which

3 "Date and Composition," p. 113.
3 "Date and Composition," p. 115.

3 "Date and Composition," p. 118. The question of the date, provenance and
authorship of the other texts of the Katherine Group is usually discussed with
reference 10 Ancrene Wisse, as well as to each other. See B. Millett, Hali Meiohad,
EETS 284, (London, 1982), pp. xvi-xxii; S.R.T.O. d’Ardenne and E.J. Dobson, Seinte
Katerine, EETS Supp. ser. 7, (London, 1981), pp. xxxviii-xl; and S.R.T.O. d’Ardenne,
Pe Liflade ant te Passiun of Seinte Iuliene, EETS 248, (London, 1962, or. publ. 1936),
Pp- Xl-xlvii.
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he called the AB language,” established that the language of Ancrene Wisse was a
West-Midland dialect.** Dobson, drawing upon the history of the two manuscripts

in which this dialect occurs, establishes the location more precisely as northern

4

E ire or southern

In The Origins of Ancrene Wisse, Dobson argues convincingly and in detail that
the author of Ancrene Wisse was in all probability an Augustinian canon and suggests
that the work originated at Wigmore Abbey, in north-west Herefordshire. His
argument is too complex to review in detail, tut in summary, he concludes that the
three anchoresses for whom Ancrene Wisse was written were located at the Deerfold,
near Wigmore. He further argues that the revised version was written for u larger
group of anchoresses at nearby Limebrook Priory, founded by Ralph de Lingen, and
that the author was Ralph’s son, Brian. He suggests that the lord of Wigmore, Roger
de Mortimer, was the "friend" who supplied the needs of the original three sisters,
based on a passage in a charter which confirms land to Limebrook in which reference
is made to an earlier grant of land made by de Mortimer’s grandfather, to "the sisters

formerly living in Le Derefaud."?

39 Based on the two manuscripts in which this dialect occurs, Corpus (usually
designated "A") and Bodley (usually designated "B").

0 "Ancrene Wisse and Hali Meithad."
4! The Origins of Ancrene Wisse. (Oxford, 1976), pp. 116-118.
“2 Origins, p. 218.
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However, Sally Thompson has pointed out that Dobson’s transcription of the

Latin is faulty, and that the charter actually refers to brothers, not sisters, living at the
Deerfold.** While this means that there is no specific evidence of anchoresses (as

opposed to nuns) at either Limebrook or the Deerfold, Thompson points out that this

does not rule out the ibility that Li Priory ped from
origins, and that Dobson’s theory should not be summarily dismissed.*

The intellectual background of Ancrene Wisse has also been the subject of
much discussion and a great deal of time and effort has been devoted to the stucdy
of the author’s sources and the way in which he uses them. The content of Ancrene
Wisse derives from a variety of sources. Shepherd identifies several major themes,
such as penitence, asceticism, the vision of God, purity of heart, the love of God, and
meditation on the passion and imitation of Christ, which run through parts six and
seven.® He discusses the question of the auihor’s sources, identifying the Bible, the
Lives of the Fathers, Cassian, Augustine, Gregory, Anselm, Bernard of Clairvaux,
Aelred of Rievaulx, and others as major sources of much of the material in Ancrene

Wisse.* Other major studies of the sources of Ancrene Wisse are also available.

43 Sally Thompson, Women Religious: The Founding of English Nunneries after the
Norman Conquest, (Oxford, 1991), p. 34.

“ Thompson, Women Religious, p. 35.
45 AW Six and Seven, pp. Xli-lviii.

¢ AW Six and Seven, pp. xxv-xxix.
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Mary Baldwin has produced a menumental work which traces the sources of each
major section of Ancrene Wisse,*” and James Maybury has traced the sources of
many of the images found in the text.*®

While Ancrene Wisse does draw heavily upon Latin sources, the material is
arranged in a unique way. Maybury has shown that the author’s use of imagery often
varies from his sources. In addition, the author adds his own special touches in the
form of anecdotes and imagery drawn from everyday life. His humour and sensitivity
to human feelings is apparent throughout his work.

Ancrene Wisse is divided into an Introduction and eight "parts." Parts One and

Eight deal with the "outer rule," ing the 's ions (i) and daily
routine (viii). These form a "frame" around parts Two-Seven, which deal with the
more important "inner rule." Parts Two-Seven deal in a progressive manner with the

areas which the anchoress will need to explore in her enclosed life: the outer senses

47 "Ancrene Wisse and Its Background in the Christian Tradition of Religious
Instruction and Spirituality," Diss. University of Toronto, 1974.

48 "Sacramentalism in the Ancrene Riwle: its Method and its Tradition," Diss.
University of Mass., 1969. Maybury discusses the use of animal images, such as the
bird imagery of Part iii and the use of the fox and the dog, as well as the imagery of
mountains and hills, the fig tree and water. He traces the use of this imagery in such
authors as Augustine, Alcuin, Rabanus Maurus, Hugh of Folieto, and Alexander
Neckam, comparing the use of the imagery in the sources to that of the AW author.
Other studies of the sources of Ancrene Wisse include E.J. Dobson, Moralities on the
Gospels, (Oxford, 1975); Alexandra Barratt, "Anchoritic Aspects of Ancrene Wisse",
Medium A£vum 49 (1980) 32-56; and Sr. Ethelbert Cooper, "Latin Elements of the
Ancrene Riwle," Diss. Birmingham University, 1956.



18
and their control (ii); the inner feelings (iii); temptation (iv); confession (v); penance
(vi); and love (vii).

The relationship between the inner and outer rule is described as that between
a lady and her servant: the outer rule exists solely to serve the inner rule, but
without it the inner rule would surely founder (AW 1.6-7 [S/W 48]). Ancrene Wisse
defines the inner rule as the charity of a pure heart, clean conscience and true belief.
It is this inner rule, or Lady rule, which governs the heart, making it even and
smooth, without the lumps and hollows (cniost # dolc) of a crooked conscience which
accuses the anchoress of sin (AW L5 [S/W 47]). Thus, the outer rule exists only to
serve the inner rule, just as physical chastity is preserved in order to ensure inner
purity. As Grayson puts it, "in the ordering of the outer life ... lies the possibility of
perfecting the inner life, of purifying the heart."*®

The outer rule is therefore flexible and many of its precepts vary according to
the situation of the individual anchoress. Indeed, the question has been raised as to
whether Ancrene Wisse ought to be classified as a "rule" in the traditional sense of the
word. As Warren points out, texts written for anchorites (or anchoresses) vary widely
in both content and form,® and it is therefore difficult to establish what an

anchoritic "rule" should consist of. Georgianna suggests that the author’s attitude

49 Structure and Imagery in Aricrene Wisse, (Hanover, New Hampshire, 1974), p.
17.

0 Warren, Anchorites and Their Patrons, p. 294, at the beginning of an appendix
in which she lists and briefly describes English Anchoritic Rules (pp. 294-298).
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towards rules in general is ambiguous: in his response to the anchoresses’ repeated
requests for a riwle, he points out that there are many kinds of rules, and that he will
concern himself only with the inner rule which rules the heart and, to a lesser extent,
the outer rule which rules the body and bodily actions (AW Intro.5-6 [S/W 47-48]).
Georgianna argues:

The kind [of rule] he chooses to emphasize, what he calls an “inner

rule," bears little resemblance to anything we would recognize as a

religicus rule and is in fact best understood as an antirule. It is

descriptive rather than prescriptive, complex and discursive rather than
limited, and if its message could be summarized in a sentence it would

have to be that the religious life is much more unruly than the young

anchoresses might have at first supposed.”!

In fact, although the work is referred to by many scholars as Ancrene Riwle,
the only title given in the manuscripts is Ancrene Wisse, found in the revised Corpus
manuscript.52 This title has suggested to some that the work ought to be seen as
much as a "handbook" or "guide” as a "rule."® However, the author clearly
designates his work as a niwle in the first paragraph of his introduction, which

contains an intricate word-play on the terms rectus, regula, directio, rectificutio, richte,

and riwle, leading into the contrast between the straight and crooked conscience and

! Linda Georgianna, The Solitary Self: Individuality in the Ancrene Wisse,
(Cambridge, Mass., 1981), p. 9.

52 It is for this reason that the title Ancrene Riwle is commonly used for all
versions except Corpus, while the title Ancrene Wisse is reserved for the Corpus
version alone.

3 See S/W, p. 43.
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the concept of rightness of heart.** What is clear is that the author of Ancrene
Wisse defines the concept of "rule” in his own unique way. Ancrene Wisse offers
advice, anecdotes, and admonitions, all designed to guide the anchoress through her
daily life and aid her in her struggle against temptation as she strives for union and
communion with Christ.

The question of the "mystical" nature of Ancrene Wisse has also been the
subject of controversy.’ While it is true that the mysticism of Ancrene Wisse differs
markedly from that of the fourteenth century English mystics, there are many

passages which are decidedly mystical in nature.® However, Sitwell suggests that

these seem to be inci and do not i the text. Sitwell argues
that this "incidental treatment” of mysticism is in the tradition of Gregory and
Bernard, both of whom are cited extensively, rather than the later English myslic&”

The author cf Ancrene Wisse clearly assumes that the anchoresses for whom
he is writing will engage in some form of mystical contemplation. Mary Baldwin has

argued that the use of the term bihalden in Ancrene Wisse indicates that the author

4 Ackerman and Dahood, Ancrene Riwle, p.91.

3% See, for example, Shepherd, AW Six and Seven, pp. Ivi-lviii, xootvii; and Nicholas
Watson, "The Methods and Objectives of Thirteenth-Century Anchoritic Devotion,"
in Marion Glasscoe (ed.), The Medieval Mystical Tradition in England: Exeter
Symposium IV, (Cambridge, 1987), pp. 134, 145f.

6 The mystical union of the anchoress with Christ is discussed below in Chapter
Five.

57 Salu, Ancrene Riwle, P Xiii-xvi.
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intended 1t to describe meditation, especially meditation on the life of Christ in the
manner of Anselm and Aelred.*® There are many passages in Ancrene Wisse which
reflect the kind of devotion to the humanity of Christ and meditation upon the
passion reflected in the writings of Anselm, as the sufferings of Christ in his Passion
are continually put before the anchoress as subjects for meditation. As with the
question of rules, however, the author of Ancrene Wisse describes the contemplation
which he expects of his readers in his own way, adapting his discussion to the specific

of the

HALI MEIoHAD

Hali Meibhad is closely associated with Ancrene Wisse and the other works of
the Katherine Group and the Wooing Group both by manuscript tradition, which
groups these texts together,” and by parallels in thought, language and imagery.

Millett points out many verbal parallels between Hali Meibhad and the other texts

8 Mary Baldwin, "Some Difficult Words in the Ancrene Riwle," Mediaeval Studies
38 (1976), pp. 269-271.

% HM occurs in Bodley with SK, SJ, SM and SW, and in Titus with AR, SK, SW,
and WLd. The edition upon which this study is based is the critical edition prepared
by Bella Millett and Jocelyn Wogan-Browne [olim Price),in Medieval English Prose
for Women: Selections from the Katherine Group and Ancrene Wisse, (Oxford, 1990)
[hereafter M/W-B].
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of the ‘AB group,’ some of which are fairly extended.® A comparison of the style
and content of Hali Mei6had with that of the other anchoritic texts reveals both

! While common authorship cannot be ruled out, it is

similarities and differences.®
more likely that the ‘AB group’ was written by a group of authors, each of which was
well-acquainted with the others’ work.

Hali Mei6had has often been condemned as narrow and harsh in its approach
to marriage and sexuality.> However, the context of the work must be taken into
consideration as must its genre: the intention of Hali Meiohad is not to convince the
lady of the castle to give up her position in order to enter into the high tower of
virginity,5* but to affirm those who have already chosen this difficult and demanding
life, assuring them that any regrets they may have are unfounded. As Elizabeth
Robertson points out:

these narrow views of the work spring from the failure of critics to see

lhls work as designed specifically for women in the religious life. Hali

shares the p! of the Ancrene Wisse
and confronts the followmg problems specific to the female recluse: the

centrality of virginity to the female recluse’s experlenoe the isolation
and sense of of the the facing

 Millett, Hali Meithad, pp. xix-xxi.

61 Millett, Hali Meiohad, pp. xx-xxii.

62 See the examples given by S/W, General Introduction, p. 23 and n. 24, p. 335;
E.J. Dobson, Origins, pp. 155-6; and Nicholas Watson, "Methods and Objectives," p.
138 and n. 40.

63 As, for example, assumed by Roberta Bux Bosse, "Female Sexual Behavior in
the Late Middle Ages; Ideal and Actual,” FCS 10 (1984), p. 16.
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