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The Vita Deo dilectae uirginis Mildrethae (BHL 5960) was written by Goscelin of Saint-

Bertin during his residency at St Augustine’s Abbey, Canterbury, in the final decade of the

eleventh century.1 Goscelin was the most celebrated hagiographer of his generation, whose

prolificacy in writing the ‘lives of countless saints’ would later render him, in William of

Malmesbury’s estimation, as ‘second to none since Bede’.2 Very little is known about

Goscelin’s life and what is known has been pieced together from tantalizing snippets found

in his hagiographical works.3 He was a Flemish émigré who left the monastery at Saint-

Bertin and moved to England while still a young man in the early 1060s. His move may well

have been at the encouragement of Bishop Herman of Ramsbury and Sherborne, since

Goscelin appears to have joined the Benedictine community at Sherborne. While in the

south-west, he may have served as chaplain to the nuns at Wilton and it is possible that he

may also have served Bishop Herman as a secretary-cum-companion. Certainly his service

in the bishop’s household would explain his sudden departure from the locality following

Herman’s death in 1078. Goscelin appears to have quarrelled with Herman’s successor,

Osmund, who, by ‘serpent envy and a step-father’s barbarity … compelled [Goscelin] to

wander a long way away’.4 Nursing feelings of exile, Goscelin appears to have led an

itinerant existence before settling at St Augustine’s in the early 1090s. This peripatetic

period, however, proved his most productive, and a great many of the works attributed to

him, some thirty in total, were written during these years.5 Judging from his hagiographical

commissions, Goscelin appears to have spent time at Peterborough, Barking, Ely, and

Ramsey before being recruited to Canterbury to commemorate the grand translation of the

abbey’s entire relic collection in 1091, a colossal project which occupied him for the rest of

the decade.6

Goscelin’s purposes in undertaking hagiographical commissions were complex. His decision

to dedicate three of his Lives to prominent Norman bishops suggests he was motivated by

both personal and political concerns. He dedicated his Life of Wulfsige to Bishop Osmund,

his Life of Edith to Archbishop Lanfranc, and his Barking texts (the Lives of Æthelburh,

Hildelith, and Wulfhild) to Bishop Maurice of London.7 His prologues which precede the

Vitae communicate his thinly veiled hopes of securing employment (and a home) while, at

the same time, they advance the interests of the religious communities by commending their

Anglo-Saxon saints to the new Norman ecclesiastical elites.8 But for Goscelin it was about

much more than simply recording the Lives of neglected saints. He saw hagiography as an

opportunity to impart spiritual instruction. His personal interest in spiritual improvement

was heralded in 1080 when he wrote a devotional manual for Eve, a young novice whom he

had befriended at Wilton, known as the Liber confortatorius (a ‘book of encouragement’).9
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Here Goscelin’s concern for the instructional and contemplative functions of his text is

manifestly apparent, but the same concerns also surfaced in his hagiographical works.

While his modern editors have often identified the strands of thought that fed into

Goscelin’s texts, the precise ways in which allusion and intertextuality gave his works their

depth and didactic power have seldom been explored in detail. One particularly rich passage

in the Vita Mildrethae concerning a local healing cult allows us to see clearly the strategies

Goscelin employed to impart his message. An understanding of the various textual,

liturgical, visual, and architectural contexts, as well as contemporary social practice, allows

us to explore Goscelin’s account of this Kentish saint. Thus it is only through a very close

reading of this passage within a historically holistic framework that we can begin to unravel

the broad range of patristic, Christological, and liturgical textual traditions that Goscelin

drew upon to frame his narrative and elicit spiritual understanding.

The Vita Mildrethae commemorates St Mildrith, a local Kentish saint and celebrated

possession of St Augustine’s Abbey, Canterbury.10 She had been an early eighth-century

abbess of Minster-in-Thanet whose sanctity had been verified shortly after her death by the

exhumation of her incorrupt body. In 1030 King Cnut gave Abbot Ælfstan permission to

appropriate the church at Minster and to translate Mildrith’s remains to St Augustine’s, a

distance of some twelve miles.11 The monks held Mildrith in high esteem. For example, we

know from another text written by Goscelin containing an account of her translation to St

Augustine’s and her miracles that Mildrith’s relics were conspicuously displayed before the

high altar and that her feast was accorded the highest rank.12 Moreover, we learn that in the

pre-Conquest period it was common practice for the abbot of St Augustine’s to travel to

Minster-in Thanet with his monks every year on her feast day (13 July) to celebrate lauds at

her former church.13 So beloved was Mildrith that in the late 1080s, when the canons of the

newly founded priory of St Gregory’s fraudulently claimed to possess Mildrith’s relics, the

monks responded by commissioning Goscelin to write a polemic categorically refuting the

bogus allegations.14 They also seized the opportunity to commission brand new

hagiographical material for her liturgical cult encompassing this Vita, an account of her

translation and miracles, and the Historia de S. Mildretha (a set of antiphons with musical

notation to be sung during the liturgy).15 But despite the clear political objective

underpinning this project, Goscelin also saw it as an opportunity to expound one of the main

articles of Christian faith, a tenet fundamental to both the monastic community and the laity

alike, the Ascension of Christ.

Goscelin wove an eschatological message about Christ’s divinity and his promise of

salvation through one chapter in particular, the account of a healing cult on the Isle of

Thanet. The Vita describes how, on her return from France, Mildrith left her footprints on a

stone as she descended from a ship at Ebbsfleet on the east Kent coast.16 The stone was like

white marble and very hard, yet Mildrith’s footprints showed as though imprinted in fresh

snow or clay. Goscelin stated that the stone was continually sought for healing, performing

remedies for the faithful suffering from various diseases. Scrapings of the stone, when

drunk, cured fevers and other ailments, while visitors also took the powdered stone away

with them. Mildrith’s footprints continued to be visible and the stone remained in the same

place on the river bank, since repeated attempts to move it had met with no success. Every
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time the stone was moved it would return to its original place before daybreak or shortly

after. The faithful erected a chapel in Mildrith’s memory and encircled the stone with a

porticus. Various services were held here and every year it was visited at Rogationtide.

Although scriptural allusions punctuate this narrative, Goscelin’s description of the stone

owed more to an extra-scriptural Christian tradition concerning the footprints Christ left on

the top of the Mount of Olives when he ascended to heaven. This tradition did not originate

in the Bible.17 The first reference to Christ’s footprints on the Mount of Olives appeared in

the late fourth century, in a letter sent by Paulinus, Bishop of Nola, to Sulpicius Severus.18

Paulinus was clearly keen to locate the site of the Ascension within the sacred geography of

the Holy Land since, as we learn in a later letter, he believed that ‘[n]o other sentiment leads

people to Jerusalem than the desire to see and touch the places where Christ was physically

present, and to be able to say from their own experience: We have gone into his tabernacle

and have adored in the place where his feet stood.’19 In his letter to Sulpicius Paulinus

described the ground at the Mount of Olives which was ‘both visible and accessible to

worshippers and preserves the adored imprint of the divine feet in that dust trodden by God’.

Moreover, he claimed that the ground resisted any attempt at adornment and this was the

only place in the whole church to retain ‘its natural green appearance of grass’.20

Sulpicius Severus then incorporated his friend’s description of the footprints in his

Chronicon, written around the year 403.21 He elaborated certain aspects: for example, the

ground, which, Paulinus informed us, had not been wont to accept adornment, now ‘cast the

marble into the faces of those laying it’. Moreover, he altered the description quite

substantially by omitting any mention of grass or turf. He did, however, retain the words

‘(h)arena’ (sand) and ‘puluis’ (dust), implying that the ground was gritty or powdery.

Furthermore, it is in Sulpicius’ Chronicon that we find the first indication that visitors may

have attempted to remove the dust, since he remarks that despite the frequent visitors, the

footprints suffered no perceptible damage.

The tradition next surfaces in Adomnán’s De locis sanctis, written at the Abbey of Iona in

the mid-680s.22 The text claims to offer a ‘faithful and accurate record’ of the experiences of

a certain Arculf, a Gaulish bishop who had spent nine months in the Holy Land. Adomnán,

the Abbot of Iona, made, he claims, ‘careful inquiries’ of the bishop and, having jotted his

notes down on ‘tablets’, professed now to be committing them to parchment.23 But despite

these stenographic avowals, Adomnán appears to have relied principally on existing textual

sources to produce his description of the Holy Land. Arculf ’s personal testimony was

utilized only to supplement the accounts that Adomnán had already read.24 He relied heavily

on Jerome, particularly his translation of Eusebius’ Onomasticon, his scriptural

commentaries, and the Liber hebraicorum nominum, but another favourite was Sulpicius

Severus and the discussion of the Church of the Ascension in Adomnán’s De locis sanctis

derived almost entirely from Sulpicius’ Chronicon.25 To be fair to Adomnán, he did

acknowledge this debt. Before proceeding to quote virtually verbatim, he offers the

parenthetical remark ‘as is found written in another source’, and later claims that Arculf ’s

account was ‘perfectly in accordance with the writings of others’.26 But Arculf ’s oral

account does appear to have introduced Adomnán to new information. He wrote that ‘[a]

great round church stands there, which has within its circuit three arched porticos roofed
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above’.27 The footprints, however, which lay at the centre, remained open to the sky and

were surrounded by a large bronze circular structure which measured up to the chin. A large

lamp reportedly hung overhead, suspended on pulleys, which burned both day and night.

And, for the first time, visitors were explicitly described as scooping up the dust, a feat

achieved by stretching an arm through an aperture in the side of the bronze structure.28

Adomnán’s De locis sanctis represented the latest information on the Holy Land and was

widely and rapidly circulated.29 One recipient was the Jarrow-based Bede, who held it in

such high esteem that he wrote his own abridged version and incorporated the more

noteworthy passages into his Historia ecclesiastica, including the section on the Church of

the Ascension.30 Bede’s account follows that of Adomnán in its essentials and offers no

significant amplification; its contribution to the tradition lay more in aiding its dissemination

than in refining its content. Through Bede this tradition of Christ’s footprints appears to

have gained a wide currency in Anglo-Saxon England, appearing in vernacular poetry,

homiletic literature, and Old English martyrologies.31

Goscelin’s learning is well established and he would certainly have been familiar with Bede,

if not with the entirety of this extra-scriptural tradition.32 Moreover, as a professional

hagiographer, he would have also been aware of the normative function of the genre, that

being to establish a saint’s claim to sanctity by revealing the parallels between their life and

that of Christ.33 It is particularly interesting that an earlier Life of Mildrith, with which

Goscelin was almost certainly familiar, had not drawn these parallels explicitly.34 This text,

which most likely had a mid-eleventh-century Canterbury provenance, recounts Mildrith’s

wrangles with the Abbess of Chelles and her subsequent flight to Kent.35 But the

circumstances and significance of her landing at Ebbsfleet are nowhere mentioned. There is

nothing about a stone, her footprints, or a healing cult: it cuts straight to her arrival back at

her mother’s church at Minster-in Thanet. Goscelin, therefore, added this episode to the

textual tradition. But it is more than simply hagiographical embroidery; it is the narrative

linchpin which lays claim to her sanctity since it explicitly spells out the parallels between

Mildrith and Christ. It is through this chapter more than any other in the Vita that Goscelin

formally advanced his claim to her sanctity.

The clever thing about this chapter is that Goscelin intended it to work on several different

levels. In the same way that he used the textual tradition of Christ’s Ascension to say

something about Mildrith, that is, to advance his claim to her sanctity, he also used the story

of her footprints and the healing cult at Ebbsfleet to make an exegetical point about Christ’s

Ascension and mankind’s eventual entry to heaven. The episode offered a unique

opportunity for Goscelin to underscore the centrality of the Ascension in the Christian

message and impart spiritual guidance to his audience. So just how was the Ascension

understood in eleventh-century England and what insight or commentary did Goscelin offer?

In the Bible the emphasis lay on the Apostles’ visual apprehension of Christ’s Ascension:

‘while they looked on, he was raised up: and a cloud received him out of their sight. And

while they were beholding him going up to heaven, behold two men stood by them … and

said: Ye men of Galilee, why stand you looking up to heaven?’36 Patristic and early

medieval commentators foregrounded the phrase ‘out of their sight’ and emphasized how
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Christ’s divinity was only perceived once he had passed out of sight, or, in other words,

once his human form had disappeared.37 For St Augustine of Hippo, Christ’s incarnate form

had obscured his true Godhead.

It was necessary that the form of the slave [i.e. his human form] should be taken

away from their sight, for gazing upon it they thought that Christ was only that

which they saw … But his Ascension to the Father meant that he should be looked

upon as he is, the equal to the Father, so that there at last they should see the vision

which suffices for us.38

It was only once the corporeal Christ had become invisible to the eyes of the watching

Apostles that they truly saw him with the eyes of faith.

This emphasis on the experiential dimension of the Ascension, on the Apostles’ visual

apprehension of Christ disappearing into the clouds, was particularly popular in Anglo-

Saxon England. It is a phenomenon to which both Meyer Shapiro and, more recently, Robert

Deshman have drawn attention, emphasizing how Anglo-Saxon homilists, poets, and

manuscript illustrators sought to elicit from their audience an empathetic identification with

Christ’s disciples.39 In the eighth-century poem Christ II, for example, this was achieved by

modernizing the event and recasting it in contemporary clothes. The author Cynewulf

described the moment of Christ’s Ascension: ‘Cyning ure gewat / þurh þæs temples hrof þær

hy to segun / þa þe leofes þa gen last weardedum / on þam þingstede, þegnas gecorene’

(‘Our king departed through the roof of the temple where they saw, those who then yet

remained watching, the chosen thanes, the footprint of the dear one in that assembly-

place’).40 The Ascension is removed from its biblical setting. There would have been no

temple and certainly no Anglo-Saxon thanes standing around watching. Through the words

‘temples’, ‘þegnas’, and ‘þingstede’ – the Old English word for meeting or assembly place –

the poem resituated the event both in terms of the contemporary pilgrimage experience and

Anglo-Saxon society and social practices.

Anglo-Saxon manuscript illustrators similarly sought to situate their beholders as spectators

at the actual Ascension. A new figurative type, dubbed the ‘disappearing Christ’, appeared

in the eleventh century.41 The traditional image of the fully visible Christ was superseded by

an image of Christ vanishing into heaven where his upper body was obscured by clouds and

only his legs and feet were visible. First portrayed in the early eleventh-century Missal of

Robert of Jumiéges, the ‘disappearing Christ’ subsequently appeared in at least three later

Anglo-Saxon manuscripts: the Bury St Edmund’s Psalter, the Tiberius Psalter, and the

Cotton Troper.42 In each the full-length Apostles are depicted gazing up at Christ’s lower

limbs hanging down from a cloud. By depicting the Ascension from the Apostles’

perspective, manuscript illustrators sought to make the viewer a participant in the event

itself, identifying themselves with the Apostles and sharing their visual and emotional

experience.43

The Anglo-Saxon enthusiasm for provoking the imaginative re-enactment and empathetic

identification of the event is nowhere more pronounced than in the late tenth-century

Blickling Homily on the Ascension.44 Once again listeners were encouraged to imagine the

contemporary pilgrimage experience. Graphic descriptions of the Church of the Ascension
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helped to set the scene: ‘There are three porches built around the church, and these are very

handsomely assembled from the top and roofed over. But the great church, which stands

there in the centre, is open and has no roof.’45 The homilist was clearly familiar with the

extra-scriptural textual tradition since we find typical comments about how the earth would

resist all attempts at worldly adornment, how the footprints themselves were once enclosed

in a green copper, now gold and silver, structure, and how pilgrims would extend their heads

and arms through a small aperture in the side and retrieve particles of dust.46 The aim was to

enrich the sensory experience to be vicariously apprehended by the Anglo-Saxon audience.

Those listening were invited to conjure up in their mind’s eye a set of footprints which could

be touched, kissed, and even hollowed out; moreover, they were to imagine that they

themselves were doing the touching, kissing, and hollowing. Picturing themselves partaking

in the full sensory experience was intended to encourage the audience not only to

empathetically identify with the Apostles, but also to imitate their faith. Towards the end of

the homily, we find the exhortation: ‘Dearly beloved, although we are not now at the holy

place that I have just spoken of, nonetheless, we may in these places where we now are

become good and proper before our Lord, if we in our lifetime do what is true and proper.’47

A footprint was the perfect vehicle for an exegetical lesson on Christ’s divinity since it

succeeded in symbolizing both his presence and absence on earth. A footprint is seen only

when the foot that made it has gone; its very existence is contingent on the absence of the

foot. Admittedly the same could be said for the imprint of any body part; however the foot

had special allegorical significance.48 Feet symbolized Christ’s humanity and Incarnation

while his head represented Christ’s divinity.49 As Gregory the Great wrote: ‘We can also

understand by his feet the mystery of his incarnation, by which his divinity touched earth

because he took a body to himself … If we take the Lord’s feet to be the mystery of his

incarnation, we can appropriately take his head to represent his divinity.’50 A footprint to

contemplate worked far better than a picture of legs dangling from a cloud since it neatly

encapsulated the main thrust of the exegetical message; on one hand it represented the

disappearance of the Incarnate Christ, while on the other, its indestructible quality

represented his continuing divine presence here on earth.

Goscelin was certainly not the first to tie all these themes together. As we have just seen the

Blickling Homilist, over a century before, used the imagined sensory apprehension of the

footprints to teach the message of Christ’s divinity. Goscelin, however, took the message

one step further because he transformed it from an act of imagination into a tangible sensory

experience for believers by locating the footprints within the local Kent countryside. The

stone, Goscelin said, lay near to the port of ‘Ippeles fleot’.51 This was Ebbsfleet on the south

coast of the Isle of Thanet, an important entrepôt from the prehistoric through to the late

medieval period.52 Unfortunately today there is no sign of either the chapel or the stone. Nor

are there any references to a chapel in that location in the later documentary record.53 In fact

the only source independent of Goscelin to corroborate his account of the healing cult dates

from the eighteenth century. In 1723, the Thanet historian and antiquarian John Lewis wrote

that ‘… but a few years ago there was a little rock at Ebbs Fleet called St Mildred’s rock’.54

Moreover, in a preceding engraving ‘Mildred’s Rock’ is depicted not on the shoreline, as we

might have expected, but out in the middle of the estuary.55 This is actually a much more
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plausible location. Pegwell Bay is a depositing coastline, little more than a giant mud flat.

Although the Wantsum Channel continued to allow nearby Sandwich to function as an

international port until the late fifteenth century, access was always difficult and in the late

Middle Ages the channel was only navigable by skilled Italian pilots. Indeed the silting up

of the Wantsum was the overriding concern of the barons of Sandwich throughout the

Middle Ages.56 It is possible that even as early as the eighth century it was far easier for

ships to drop anchor some way off the shore instead of attempting to navigate the

treacherous Wantsum. Passengers would thus have had to disembark and either wade or be

rowed ashore. Although the idea of a stone lying out in the middle of the estuary does not

neatly tally with Goscelin’s description of it lying ‘super ripam fluminis’ it does

nevertheless testify to a enduring tradition that Mildrith’s footprints were physically present

in the local landscape; that they could be visited and offered pilgrims a tangible sensory

experience. Although it is possible that this tradition may have originated with Goscelin, it is

clear that he was doing something quite innovative. While the Blickling Homilist invited his

listeners to meditate upon a set of imagined footprints, Goscelin’s exegesis was directed at

people seeing, touching, and scraping real-life hollows in the ground. Through Mildrith’s

footprints – which were in essence standing in for those of Christ – the Ascension was lifted

from its biblical setting and resituated in the local Kent landscape.

Goscelin was careful to draw out the parallels between Mildrith’s footprints and those of

Christ on the Mount of Olives. God’s handiwork, for example, shone through both sets of

prints: while Christ’s footprints exposed his divinity, the stone, placed ‘diuinitus’ (‘by divine

influence’) for the disembarking Mildrith, bore the indelible sign of the Lord’s gracious

affection he felt for his virgin (‘In hoc … infinita Domini benignitas indelebile dare dignata

est indicium, quam gratiosum in electa sibi uirgine habuerit affectum’).57 Moreover,

Mildrith’s footprints, like those of Christ, were immutable; they could neither be moved nor

their appearance altered (‘Lapis non solum impressum sibi pignus domine semper seruat …

inuictus et reses perhenniter durat’).58 On occasions when the stone was removed, it was

later rediscovered in its original location (‘… sepe ab eodum loco remotus est, sed post

modicum iterum in sua sede repertus est’).59 Goscelin described how the stone ‘… quasi

ramus arboris trahentibus cedit ac dimissus uelut naturaliter in suum locum resilit’ (‘…

yields to those dragging [it] as if it were the branch of a tree and when it has been released it

just as naturally springs back to its place’).60 The marks on Mildrith’s stone were indelible

and undamaged by regular abrasion just as Christ’s footprints suffered no perceptible

damage despite the frequent visitors to the Church of the Ascension who took their

scrapings away as souvenirs. It was also customary for those sick with fevers or other

illnesses to mix the dust they had scraped from Mildrith’s stone with water and drink it as a

remedy and even to take the powdered stone away with them for later use (‘Norunt enim

adhuc febricitantes et ceteri morbidi ex antiqua consuetudine lapidem radere et, hoc puluere

potato, certam medelam haurire’).61 The miraculous healing properties of the dust scooped

from Christ’s footprints was not a feature of the early extra-scriptural tradition. Yet it was

made explicit in the Blickling Homily: ‘And many men – that is, those who may obtain

permission to do it – take the soil from the footsteps to have it as a relic, and many diseases

and illnesses are cured when the dust is applied.’62 Goscelin’s assumption that healing was

also the normative function of the dust from Mildrith’s stone may imply that this was a
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feature of the tradition that enjoyed a wider currency by the end of the eleventh century.

Similarities were also drawn with regard to the architectural forms of the churches erected

on both sites. A rotunda consisting of three arched porticos was constructed around Christ’s

footprints on the Mount of Olives.63 Correspondingly, the local people built an oratorium in

Mildrith’s memory and also encircled the stone with a porticus (‘His populi accensi

uirtutibus de hoc sacrario uirginis oratorium in memoriam eius fecere et sacra porticu ipsum

ipsius saxum cinxere …’).64 As the chapel is not attested in any other historical source

besides this Vita, the architectural specifics are lost; nevertheless, it is tempting to imagine

that this chapel may have been a rotunda. Round churches were not unknown in western

Europe. Architectural copies of the Anastasis Rotunda of the Church of the Holy Sepulchre

in Jerusalem were erected in the Latin West from the ninth century onward.65 Anglo-Saxon

round churches include the church of Abingdon Abbey built in the mid-tenth century, the

church of St Mary and St Edmund erected after the foundation of the Abbey of Bury St

Edmunds in 1020, and the rotunda begun by Abbot Wulfric at St Augustine’s Abbey,

Canterbury, around the year 1049.66 Finally, were readers of the Vita left in any doubt over

the similarities between Mildrith’s footprints at Ebbsfleet and those of Christ on the Mount

of Olives, Goscelin ended the passage with an explicit scriptural allusion: ‘Hic etiam, post

typum Ierusalem Christique et ecclesie sacramentum, impletum Isaie uidetur uaticinium:

Venient ad te qui non nouerunt te et adorabunt uestigia pedum tuorum et pulverem pedum

tuorum lingent.’ (‘The prophecy of Isaiah: “may those who do not know you come to you

and worship the steps of your feet and lick the dust of your feet”, later [fulfilled] in

Jerusalem and the sacrament of Christ and the Church, seems to have been fulfilled here

too.’)67 Goscelin took care to bring the extra-scriptural tradition back to the authority of the

Bible, thus further sanctioning the practices performed at Ebbsfleet.

Indeed, it is here that the novelty of Goscelin’s text is most marked. Instead of achieving

enlightenment about the Ascension through acts of imagination (as in the Blickling Homily),

Goscelin’s readers were invited to experience the re-creation of the event at first hand. So

while visitors to Mildrith’s footprint were ostensibly engaged in obtaining miraculous cures,

Goscelin suggested that they were in fact, through Mildrith, bearing witness to Christ’s

Ascension itself. This concept of re-actualizing an event in Christian history was part and

parcel of eleventh-century liturgical practice. In the ninth century Amalarius of Metz (c.

775–852/3) had drawn attention to the dramatic aspect which underlay the mass, the central

ceremony of Christian worship, explaining how the ritual, performative actions of the

celebrants (and the observing congregation) made the eucharistic sacrifice a rememorative

allegory for the life, ministry, crucifixion, and resurrection of Christ.68 The laity received a

daily reminder as to the signification of the bread and wine through the repetition of their

own ritual behaviours which they had come to associate with the mass. The appreciation of

the dramatic potential of the liturgy spread beyond continental Europe and expanded to

encompass ceremonies other than the mass. One of the earliest Anglo-Saxon examples of

liturgical drama is the Visitatio sepulchri found in the Regularis concordia, drawn up in the

early 970s by Æthelwold, Bishop of Winchester and one of the leaders of the Benedictine

Reform movement.69 The Visitatio, performed at matins on Easter Sunday, gave instructions

for the dramatic re-enactment of the visit to Christ’s sepulchre during which the three Marys

heard the angel announce Christ’s Resurrection and saw the proof for themselves. Three
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monks, wearing copes and carrying thuribles of incense, played the part of the Marys, while

the ‘angel’ at the sepulchre wore an alb and held a palm-twig. The aim was for a ritualistic

as opposed to a realistic expression, since the point of the exercise was to evoke a

sympathetic connection with the biblical figures. As Bradford Bedingfield explains:

The point of dramatic liturgical ritual like the Visitatio is not to construct for an

appreciative audience a representation of biblical history. It is, rather, to make the

participants feel that they are, along with the holy women, seeking Christ on Easter

morning, finding the proof that he had risen, and proclaiming it to the world.70

In this liturgical drama the participants were restricted to the four principals, but in other

ceremonies the entire monastic community was involved. Following the Tenebrae,

celebrated during the night office on the three days before Easter Sunday, the candles in the

church were all extinguished. Out of the darkness, the kneeling brethren, would hear, from

three sides, pairs of children cry to the Lord and the choir’s resounding reply ‘Christ is

dead.’71 The ritual was repeated three times. This intention of those who compiled the

Concordia was to arouse ‘the compunction of the soul’ by allowing the participants to

experience ‘the terror of that darkness’ which covered the whole world at the time of

Christ’s Passion.72 These are, of course, examples of dramatic ritual taking place within a

monastic setting, but such practices may also have involved the laity on occasion. The Palm

Sunday celebrations probably involved a broader demographic. A procession would depart

from the mother church for a second church where a scriptural reading was given and the

‘palms’ were blessed and distributed. The return procession to the mother church was a

dramatic re-enactment of Christ’s triumphal entry into Jerusalem. The crowd of processing

worshippers, having come together to meet Christ, were now to imagine themselves

escorting him into the city. The processioners’ sympathetic identification with the citizens of

Jerusalem was aroused through the carrying of ‘palms’ (most likely willow leaves) and the

singing of the song sung by the original crowd (‘Hosannah in the highest, blessed is he who

comes in the name of the Lord’).73

The most important liturgical ceremony, however, for the involvement of the laity in this

kind of dramatic ritual was Rogationtide. This liturgical festival, comprising three days of

processions, immediately preceded the Feast of the Ascension on Holy Thursday. Its origins

are obscure and various, but it may have evolved principally to commemorate the

supplicatory processions of the Ninevites described in the Book of Jonah (iii.1–10) or the

penance instituted by their bishop Mamertus and performed by the citizens of Vienne around

the year 470. The form that these processions took in Anglo-Saxon England can only be

pieced together from the surviving homiletic literature, but it is clear that they involved a

broad swathe of the community.74 Congregations from semi-devolved chapelries would

gather at the ancient mother church at the third hour of the day and from thence process

barefoot through the mother parish, chanting litanies of the saints, bearing crosses, and

carrying holy relics.75 Although precise details are lacking, the route probably took the

crowd through fields and countryside.76 The procession would have stopped en route to

listen to sermons or to pray, but, once again, the homilies and liturgical rubrics are not

specific about the nature of these stopping points or stations. Most sermons took divine

judgement as their central theme, expounding on the tribulations of the citizens of Nineveh
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and Vienne and reminding folk that they must expunge their own sins lest they also feel the

wrath of God. This emphasis on spiritual purification and penance suggests that

Rogationtide was more than a mere recapitulation or dramatic re-enactment of earlier

penitential performances; it was about the Day of Judgement and humanity’s union with

heaven. The eschatological tenor of the sermons prepared Rogationtide participants for the

Feast of the Ascension the following day, when humanity’s redemption through Christ was

celebrated. One of the Vercelli homilies for the third Rogation day made the association

between Rogationtide and the Ascension explicit by explaining that one of the purposes for

instituting the three days of prayer and fasting was to purge any impurities practised since

Easter so that ‘Tomorrow at the holy Lord’s Ascensiontide’ the celebrant would be ‘clean at

the Lord’s altar’.77

Significantly, as Goscelin made clear, Mildrith’s stone played an important role in local

Rogationtide observances. Although the precise details are obscure, the site featured as part

of a dramatic ritual involving local people and the performance of sacred litanies (‘in diebus

rogationum sacras hic populus agit letanias’).78 The site was already a stage for ritual and

re-enactment associated with Rogationtide and the Feast of the Ascension. Goscelin’s

purpose in the Vita Mildrethae was to point out that the everyday practices at Mildrith’s

stone – the scraping and consumption of the dust – should be thought of in the same light as

those performed annually. The text thus had a didactic purpose: to instruct its reader to

recognize that each and every visit, whether at Ascensiontide or during the rest of the year,

re-actualized the biblical Ascension and its central message, that is, the Day of Judgement

and humanity’s elevation to heaven.

We must assume that Goscelin’s initial audience was a monastic one.79 One of the earliest

witnesses to the Vita shows the text marked with punctus elevatus. According to Richard

Southern, who discusses their use by Eadmer in his Vita S. Anselmi, this symbol indicates

that the sentence is left in suspense and that a rise in pitch is required immediately before

this mark.80 This copy of Goscelin’s Vita was probably intended to be read aloud, perhaps

during the liturgy on Mildrith’s feast day or during mealtimes in the refectory at St

Augustine’s. This manuscript, British Library, Harley MS 3908, is extremely significant for

the study of the cult of Mildrith. Although it does not bear an ex libris inscription, nor is it

listed in the fifteenth-century catalogue of books at St Augustine’s, the manuscript is

nevertheless written in the ‘prickly’ script introduced into the abbey from neighbouring

Christ Church in 1089 and has been dated to the first decade of the twelfth century.81 Not

only does it contain a version of Goscelin’s Vita and his Translatio et miracula S.

Mildrethae, but also two liturgical texts; the first a set of lessons and the second a set of

narrative antiphons and responsories complete with musical notation, known as the Historia

de S. Mildretha.82 The Historia exhibits close parallels to Goscelin’s other texts, the Vita,

the Translatio, and the polemical piece he wrote to rebut the claims of the Priory of St

Gregory, so it is highly likely that it was also his work.83 Certainly, if the comments of

William of Malmesbury are anything to go by, Goscelin was almost as well known for his

musical genius as he was for his hagiographical talents.84 The episode of Mildrith’s

footprints is central to the Historia and would have been the medium through which

Goscelin introduced his reinterpretation of the Mildrith legend and the significance of her
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stone to the liturgical practice of the abbey. The episode is equally prominent in the lessons,

which reproduced verbatim sections from the both the Vita and the Historia.85 Anyone

celebrating Mildrith’s feast day using this manuscript would not only have been well aware

of the story of her footprints, but also of their spiritual significance.

This small volume, measuring only 16.5 cm. by 12 cm., is extraordinary, both for its size

and its highly specific contents, gathering together in one place all the necessary material to

celebrate Mildrith’s feast day.86 It is tempting to conclude that this libellus of Mildrith, with

its portability and the completeness of the material contained within, was intended for use

outside the confines of St Augustine’s Abbey and possibly for the dissemination of the

Mildrith legend to the laity. It is clear that the monastic brethren led services in

commemoration of Mildrith. In his miracula, Goscelin describes how a mother, longing for

a miracle to cure her daughter, waited while one of the brothers delivered an account of

Mildrith’s life and healing works to the people.87 Presumably this was done in the

vernacular. While this took place at Canterbury, a similar arrangement may have well

existed at Minster-in-Thanet. Wulfric II, Abbot of St Augustine’s from 1045 till 1061, was

‘accustomed every year on the anniversary of her triumphant crossing to visit with the

brothers [of St Augustine’s] her ancient church and tomb on the aforesaid island and to

celebrate there the divine merits of [her] feast with the greatest joy’.88 Although things may

have changed after the Conquest with the influx of foreign monks and the controversial

appointment of Abbot Wido, it is possible that some pre-Conquest practices may well have

been retained.89 It may be pure coincidence, but in 1091, the year when Goscelin most likely

arrived at St Augustine’s, the feast of Mildrith’s translation (held annually on 18 May) fell

on the Sunday immediately preceding the Monday of Rogationtide. Had the monks from St

Augustine’s continued their habit of celebrating Mildrith’s feasts on Thanet and had

Goscelin been one of their number that year, he would have had first-hand experience of

these ritual practices.90 This might be pushing things a little too far; nevertheless, the

evidence suggests that Goscelin’s intention to enlighten visitors to Mildrith’s stone as to the

true significance of their visit may indeed have been realized through the pastoral ministry

of his fellow monks.

Goscelin of Saint-Bertin was without doubt the pre-eminent hagiographer of his generation

and this passage in the Vita Mildrethae, which discusses Mildrith’s stone on the Isle of

Thanet, epitomizes perfectly his ability to combine his knowledge of Christian writing with

his erudition and appreciation of the wider purpose of hagiography. While sympathetic to

the political concerns of the communities that commissioned his works, Goscelin

nevertheless wrote to his own agenda. He rewrote and re-presented the existing Mildrith

legend, drawing upon local sources, but, crucially, overlaid this with his own interpretative

framework, based upon an existing textual tradition concerning the footprints left by Christ

at his Ascension. Goscelin combined the two traditions to reveal the true message left by

Mildrith’s footprints, namely Christ’s eschatological promise that the faithful visiting

Mildrith’s stone would indeed follow in his footsteps to salvation. This passage

demonstrates superbly the complexity and multiple layers of meaning and exegesis that

Anglo-Latin hagiographers could weave into their texts. Furthermore, it reminds us that it is

principally through tracing the intertextual connections contained within a given
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hagiographical work that we can begin to reconstruct its purpose and intended meaning, and

reveal the potential of these rich texts to illuminate the spiritual imagination of the eleventh

century.
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Appendix

British Library, Harley MS 3908 fols 22v–24r, printed and collated with other versions of

the Vita Mildrethae by D. W. Rollason, for which see nn. 10 and 16. The translation is my

own.

Iam uirgo Domini angelico ductu et felici cursu patriam attigit et puppis currens in

portum uirginalis insule qui Ippeles fleot dicitur successit. Adiacebat quadratum

saxum ut marmor niueum, granditate uires uincens quattuor uirorum duritie basium

et columnarum que lacesseret ferrum, egressure uirgini ita accomodum, ut diuinitus

credatur ibi preparatum. In hoc itaque infinita Domini benignitas indelebile dare

dignata est indicium, quam gratiosum in electa sibi uirgine habuerit affectum, ut

omni posteritati perpetuo [23r] sit in salutem et exemplum ipsius meritorum. Nam

ubi a naui descendentis domine uestigia subiectus excepit, ita ea sibi quasi recenti

niui aut luto infixa subito ostendit, ipsiusque comites et affluentes ad tam insigne

miraculum populos obstupefecit. Nec solum eternaliter durat hoc signum uirginea

planta informatum, uerum etiam uariis languoribus iuge operatur remedium pro

fide credentium. Norunt enim adhuc febricitantes et ceteri morbidi ex antiqua

consuetudine lapidem radere et, hoc puluere potato, certam medelam haurire. Patet

et alia superne uirtutis gratia. Lapis non solum impressum sibi pignus domine

semper seruat, uerum etiam in eodem loco super ripam fluminis, quo ei a naui

suppeditauerat, inuictus et reses perhenniter durat. Sepe temptatum est, sepe ab

eodem loco remotus est, sed post modicum iterum in sua sede repertus est.

Plerumque in altum ipsius amnis gurgitem est dimersus, sed citius quam humano

officio posset sue mansioni est redditus. Nocte quoque sullatum uideres ante

luciferum uel post pusillum in sua relatum. Quod et nostro tempore satis

compertum habemus. Miroque modo quasi [23v] ramus arboris trahentibus cedit ac

dimissus uelut naturaliter in suum locum resilit. His populi accensi uirtutibus de

hoc sacrario uirginis oratorium in memoriam eius fecere et sacra porticu ipsum

ipsius saxum cinxere; quatenus hic cum diuinorum beneficiorum augmento

cresceret fidelium deuotio, et instar uirginalis templi uocaretur domus Dei lapis

positus in signum et titulum eius qui factus est in caput anguli.91 Hic ergo

assiduantur carismata uirginis et, inter ceteras frequentias, in diebus rogationum

sacras hic populus agit letanias. Hic infirmi, ut prenotatum est, uirginei lapidis

rasuras in aque potu gustantes, non solum ipsi curantur, uerum etiam, asportato

lapidei pulueris antidoto, ceteris languidis medentur. Hic etiam, post typum

Ierusalem Christique et ecclesie sacramentum, impletum Isaie uidetur uaticinium:
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Venient ad te qui non nouerunt te et adorabunt uestigia pedum tuorum et pulverem

pedum tuorum lingent.92 Linxerunt hunc salutiferum puluerem qui biberunt et in

uestigio uirginis adorabant Dominum, cuius ipsa erat templum. His itaque uberius

loco suo expositis, ne alibi repetere cogere[24r]mur ad uirginem deducendam

superius reuertamur.

(Now, with angelic guidance and a fortunate passage, the virgin of the Lord reached her

homeland and the ship, moving fast, approached the port of the island belonging to the

virgin, which is called Ippeles fleot. A square stone, snow-white like marble, lay nearby,

which, defeating by its size the strength of four men [and] challenging iron with the

hardness of its plinths and columns, was so convenient for the virgin [who was] about to

land, that it might be believed to have been prepared in that place by divine providence.

Consequently on this the infinite kindness of the Lord saw it fit to give an indelible sign [of]

how much gracious affection he had for the virgin he had chosen for himself, so that it might

forever be to the benefit of every future generation and [serve] as an example of her merits.

For when the underlying [stone] received the footsteps of the lady descending from the ship,

so it revealed at once those [footsteps] imprinted upon itself, as if in fresh snow or clay and

it astonished her companions and the crowds flocking to such a remarkable miracle. Not

only does this sign moulded by the sole of the virgin’s foot last forever, but it also is

continually effective as a cure for several illnesses on account of the faith of those who

believe. Indeed, to this day, those [who are ill] with fevers and other sick folk know by

ancient custom[ary practice] to scrape the stone and that, after having drunk this powder,

[they] have consumed an indisputable remedy. This and another acknowledgement of [her]

power is well known from on high. The stone not only preserves for ever the relic of the

lady [that has been] impressed upon it, but also always remains unconquered and immobile,

in the same place on the river bank, which had been at hand [when she descended] from the

ship. It has often been put to the test, it has often been removed from that same place, but

after a short while it has again been found in its [original] position. Often it has been

immersed in the deep gulf of the stream itself, but more speedily than it would be possible

by human power, it is returned to its own home. Also, when it was removed at night, you

would see that it was brought back to its [home] before daybreak, or a little while thereafter.

That we have had abundantly ascertained in our own time. And, in a wonderful way it yields

to those dragging [it] as if it were the branch of a tree and when it has been released it just as

naturally springs back to its place. The people were incited by these powers of the virgin’s

holy place to build a chapel in her memory and to surround her stone itself with a sacred

portico; where the devotion of the faithful might thrive with the increase of divine favours,

and the stone, the equivalent of the virgin’s temple, set as a sign and a pillar shall be called

the house of God, ‘which has become the head of the corner’. In this place now the virgin’s

gifts are perpetually present and on Rogation Days, and on other occasions, the people

perform sacred litanies here. Here, as has been noted before, the weak sipping shavings of

the virgin’s stone in a draught of water, are not only themselves healed, but also heal other

sick by taking away [with them] the remedy of powdered stone. The prophecy of Isaiah:

‘may those who do not know you come to you and worship the steps of your feet and lick

the dust of your feet’, later [fulfilled] in Jerusalem and the sacrament of Christ and the

Church, seems to have been fulfilled here too. Those who drank licked this healing dust and
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in the footprint of the virgin they worshipped the Lord of whom she herself was a temple.

As these things have been more fully set out in the appropriate place lest we be forced to

return [to them] elsewhere, let us return to deal with the virgin.)

NOTES
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