LITURGICAL LANDSCAPES IN POST-CONQUEST ENGLAND: COMMEMORATING KING
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Abstract: Bringing together the work of musicologists and historians, this essay interrogates the contents of secular and
monastic offices for Oswald of Northumbria in the northern province across the high and late Middle Ages, identifying the
ways in which perceptions of St. Oswald and his relationship to communities in northern England and Scotland were
articulated through the night office. It argues for the importance of considering a liturgical office in its entirety,
demonstrating that they were not static, but could be adapted to differing needs. In the northern province the inclusion of
geographical and topographical markers within these liturgies was central to the construction of a complex liturgical web
connecting the historical Oswald to the communities where the offices were recited. Saints’ offices collapse time and
mediate between historical figures and the communities in which they are present through liturgical veneration. Particular
places can also act to suggest connections across time and that essay argues that the invocation of local landmarks such as
Lindisfarne, Bamburgh and Hadrian’s Wall in matins readings for Oswald in the northern province enabled the communities
of the north to navigate between their historical pasts and their liturgical presents.
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Liturgical practices, especially the daily rhythm of the office hours, evoke a sense of
timelessness that can easily be misinterpreted as statis. Likewise, we also experience certain places as
almost immutable, although this is often deceptive, masking profound changes that have formed and
transformed landscapes. Given that saints’ offices purposely collapse time to make the saint present in
the liturgy, it is perhaps not surprising that the alternate temporalities of liturgical offices can mislead
us, but saints’ offices in the medieval period were not eternal and static, but instead were flexible and
dynamic, being adapted by different religious communities across time and space.1 When we visit the
tidal island of Lindisfarne, given by King Oswald to Aidan for the foundation of his episcopal see,
many of us experience a profound sense of connection to Northumbria’s early-medieval past. Yet
what we see, having most likely arrived via a causeway constructed in the 1950s, are the ruins of a
high-medieval priory and a sixteenth-century artillery fort that was thoroughly remodelled in the early
twentieth century by the architect Sir Edwin Lutyens. Looking south across the Ross Back Sands and
Budle Bay towards the Northumbria royal stronghold at Bamburgh, one can see the hulking outline of
the castle, whose Norman keep is surrounded by a complex of late-medieval and Victorian buildings.
It is not just manmade edifices that have changed, the sand dunes that characterise this stretch of
Northumberland’s coast, for example, are naturally dynamic and ever-shifting environments too.
Despite these many layers, this land- and seascape with its tidal rhythm acts powerfully to suggest
continuity with an early-medieval past. This essay, which analyses the contents of offices for Oswald
of Northumbria as they survive in liturgical books from northern religious houses, argues that the
inclusion of geographic and topographical references in these offices was a particularly potent way of
creating connections across time. It contends that landscape features such as Hadrian’s Wall,
Lindisfarne and Bamburgh function as liturgical waypoints, that enabled monks and canons to
navigate between their presents and their pasts, from the physical landscape the historical Oswald
once inhabited, and in which their communities were situated, to the liturgical landscapes in which the
saint was present with them.
Oswald was a seventh-century king of Northumbria, who had converted to Christianity during
his youthful exile amongst the Irish. On his return to his native land in 634, he won a decisive victory
over the pagan ruler Caedwalla, before sending for a bishop to Christianize his people. In Bede’s
Historia Ecclesiastica, which is the dominant early source for Oswald’s life and a fundamental source
for high-medieval liturgies, the king is presented as a great hero of the Northumbrian church, who was
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actively involved in the Christian mission of bishop Aidan, acting as interpreter when Aidan preached
the Gospel in the Irish language. This king, “most beloved of God”, met his death in 642 at the hands
of the Mercian ruler Penda. Oswald was soon venerated as a saint and his cult, from its very
beginning, had a significant popular element as well as being propagated by royal and ecclesiastical
elites, who installed parts of his body (which had been dismembered on the battlefield) in high-status
religious communities at Lindisfarne, Bamburgh and Bardney.2 By the time of the Norman Conquest
Oswald was a hugely popular saint across the British Isles, although his early popularity in Ireland, as
recounted by Bede, does not appear to have been particularly durable.3 His feast is found in the
majority of liturgical calendars from the provinces of Canterbury and York and numerous churches
were dedicated to him.4 As a model of Christian kingship from the Pre–Conquest past, Oswald was an
important legitimizing saint for the Norman and Angevin kings and it is in this capacity that we find
him as one of three saints invoked for the king in the twelfth-century laudes regiae, the liturgical
acclamation to the ruler sung at coronations and on other significant royal occasions.5
While two versions of a mass for Oswald’s feast on 5 August were widespread in England in
the Middle Ages, evidence for the contents of his proper office is fragmentary.6 Partial offices,
supplying some proper material structured around the common of a single martyr, are transmitted in
numerous manuscript breviaries conforming to the Uses of Sarum and York. The more extended
proper office, however, endures in only a handful of liturgical manuscripts, suggesting Oswald was of
particular importance in only a limited number of religious foundations.7 With the exceptions of an
unlocated fifteenth-century breviary conforming to the Use of Sarum and containing an office
celebrating Oswald’s feast as one of three lessons,8 the rest of these manuscripts are linked to the two
major centers of Oswald’s cult in post-Conquest England: Durham and Peterborough, home to
Oswald’s head and incorrupt right arm respectively. A late thirteenth-century breviary from
Coldingham,9 a dependent priory of Durham, and several earlier historical and liturgical compilations
in which Oswald’s office is partially transmitted along with information about Cuthbert and Aidan,
provide evidence from Durham.10 From Peterborough survives a fourteenth-century antiphoner,
supplying the complete chant cycle for his feast,11 and a fifteenth-century diurnale,12 containing the
chant cycle for the daytime hours. In addition, in her important study of Bede’s Historia Ecclesiastica
as a source of lections, Teresa Webber demonstrated that copies of Bede from both Durham13 and
Peterborough14 were marked up for liturgical reading on Oswald’s feast day.15
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This essay builds on the work of musicologists, foremost amongst them David Hiley, on
Oswald’s office and Webber’s on manuscripts of Bede’s Historia Ecclesiastica.16 It will consider the
interrelation between chants and readings in the monastic matins office, emphasizing the dynamic
relationship between different elements of the office, in the manner in which Henry Parkes has so
fruitfully analyzed the office for another pre-Conquest king at Bury: Edmund of East Anglia.17 In
doing so it contributes to wider discussions about the relationship between liturgy and history and
how the past was shaped through the liturgy to fit the needs and aspirations of varying communities.18
Furthermore, it will analyze hitherto neglected or overlooked sources for Oswald’s matins lections in
the northern province demonstrating that Oswald was commemorated and remembered in subtly
different ways by different communities, even within the bounds of his former Northumbrian
kingdom where veneration of Oswald remained rooted in the history and landscape of the earlymedieval church.
Shortly before the Norman Conquest the monk Winegot removed Oswald’s incorrupt right
arm from the former Northumbrian royal city of Bamburgh and took it to Peterborough, the major
center of Oswald’s veneration in southern England.19 This geographic translation of the relic from the
north to the fens saw commemoration of Oswald become detached from the northern landscape and
the history of the northern church and adapted instead to the needs of the fenland monks.20 Justifying
the theft of the arm, Henry of Avranches, writing at the behest of the Peterborough monks in the
thirteenth century, claimed that although Oswald had originally wished to be venerated at Bamburgh
he now preferred Peterborough, for while “the clergy of that former place are diligent in the psalms”
the monks of Peterborough were more diligent!21 Recitation of the psalms was the foundation of the
medieval office. The whole Psalter was recited each week as part of the daily office, however,
increasingly the use of particular (or proper) psalms for particular feasts meant that the principle of
weekly recitation in order was disrupted. The daily office comprised seven daytime hours and one
night hour—matins.22 Matins was the longest hour and is the focus of this essay because it is in its
complexity and potential flexibility that one can most obviously see the interaction between liturgy
and history in the dialogue between the liturgical chants (antiphons and reponsories) and the readings.
The majority of lections were drawns from hagiographical texts, in the case of Oswald (and several
other early-medieval saints) from Bede’s Historia Ecclesiastica (Table 1). I believe this relationship
between chants, lections and Gospel reading is key to understanding the dynamics behind liturgical
16

David Hiley, “The Music of Prose Offices in Honour of English Saints”, Plainsong and Medieval Music 10 (2001):
23–37; David Hiley, “The Office Chants for St. Oswald King of Northumbria and Martyr”, in A Due: Musical Essays in
Honour of John D. Bergsagel & Heinrich W. Schwab, ed. Ole Kongsted, Niels Krabbe, Michael Kube & Morten Michelsen
(Copenhagen: Museum Tusculanum Press, 2008), 244–59. See also Sean Dunnahoe, English and German Influences in the
Production of Music-Liturgical Manuscripts in Sweden up to the Thirteenth Century, Unpublished PhD Thesis, Royal
Holloway, University of London (2017), 194–240.
17
Henry Parkes, “St. Edmund Between Liturgy and Hagiography”, in Bury St. Edmunds and the Norman Conquest,
ed. Tom Licence (Woodbridge: Boydell & Brewer, 2014), 131–159.
18
See, for example, Katie A.-M. Bugyis, A. B. Kraebel and Margot E. Fassler, ed., Medieval Cantors and Their
Craft: Music, Liturgy and the Shaping of History, 800–1500 (Woodbridge: Boydell & Brewer, 2017); Margot E. Fassler, The
Virgin of Chartres: Making History Through Liturgy and the Arts (New Haven: Yale University Press, 2010); Susan
Boynton, Shaping a Monastic Identity: Liturgy and History at the Imperial Abbey of Farfa, 1000–1125 (Ithaca, NY: Cornell
University Press, 2006).
19
Significant relics of Oswald had already travelled beyond the confines of his Northumbrian kingdom. Bede
recounts miracles associated with Oswald’s body being taken to Bardney, from where his body was moved in 909 to
Gloucester. The Bardney monks were initially resistant to accept the body of a king of Northumbria, but Bede tells us that
miracles convinced them of his sanctity. Unfortunately, scanty liturgical evidence survives from St. Oswald’s Gloucester.
On the 909 translation see Carolyn Heighway, “Gloucester and the New Minster of St. Oswald”, in Edward the Elder 899–
924, ed. N. J. Higham and D. H. Hill (London: Routledge, 2001), 102–11 and Michael Bintley, “The Translation of St.
Oswald’s Relics to New Minster, Gloucester: Royal and Imperial Resonances”, Anglo-Saxon Studies in Archaeology and
History 19 (2014): 171–181.
20
This process continued as Oswald’s cult spread into German-speaking regions, where he became, in some
vernacular legends, completely divorced from his historical context. We find him in some vernacular sources, for example,
described as being King of England, King of Norway, or King of the Tirol.
21
Henry of Avranches, “Vita et Passio Sancti Oswaldi Regis et Martyris”, in Saints’ Lives. Edited by David
Townsend (Cambridge, MA: Harvard University Press, 2014), 1:204–257, at 254–5.
22
On the structure of the medieval office see John Harper, Forms and Orders of Western Liturgy from the Tenth to
the Eighteenth Century: A Historical Introduction and Guide for Students and Musicians (Oxford: Oxford University Press,
1991), 73–108 and Hughes, Medieval Manuscripts for Mass and Office, 50–80.

change (and exchange) and the shaping of communal identities through liturgical commemoration.23
Although the analysis in this essay is confined to the textual content of the office, it is important to
appreciate that communal worship was (and is) a multi-sensory experience.24
The structure of matins varied depending on the status of a feast and whether it took place in a
secular or monastic setting (Table 2). In the secular cursus of the northern province Oswald’s feast
was celebrated as a feast of nine lessons.25 Our evidence for secular commemoration of Oswald in the
north comes chiefly from York breviaries, in which some proper material is provided to supplement
the common of a single martyr. One cannot, therefore, say too much about the relationship between
different aspects of the secular office as the common by definition provides generic and not specific
texts and chants. In the monastic communities from which evidence of particular veneration of
Oswald survives, including Durham, Coldingham, Peterborough and Winchcombe, the Northumbrian
king was commemorated following the basic structure of monastic matins on Sundays, double feasts
and feasts of twelve lessons. Where Oswald was commemorated by monastic communities using a
lengthy and intricate proper office it is not only possible but desirable to analyze this relationship. It is
fundamental to understanding the way in which communities venerated their most important saints
and, in turn, how this molded their communities. The monks met in church at least eight times a day
and, as Parkes has argued in the context of Bury, the liturgy was “the most direct means by which
they verbalized their perceptions, and by which perceptions were formed, both of St. Edmund as a
saint and of his specific relationship to them as a community.”26 This was certainly the case for
Oswald at religious foundations in the north, where perceptions of him as a saint and of his specific
relationship to different communities was articulated through liturgies in which the landscapes
associated with the historical Oswald and that the monks and canons now inhabited became part of a
complex web connecting historical past and liturgical present.
The liturgical commemoration of Oswald in the York Breviary
The Surtees Society edition of the York Breviary provides six proper readings for Oswald.27
Whereas we often expect to find miracles as the focus of these kinds of readings, the lections in the
Surtees York Breviary are firmly focused on Oswald’s life and the history of the two famous relics
associated with him, his head and incorrupt right arm. The readings are obviously based on Bede’s
Historia Ecclesiastica but are heavily abbreviated. The first reading describes Edwin’s death and
Oswald’s succession, his summoning of Aidan and the foundation of Lindisfarne.28 The second
reading begins the story of Oswald’s generosity at the Easter Feast and this is also the subject of the
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third and fourth lections, which cover Aidan’s blessing of Oswald’s arm, its subsequent incorrupt
nature and its installation in the church at Bamburgh.29 The fifth and sixth lections detail his death in
battle against Penda, Oswald’s proverb, and Oswiu recovering his head and arm from the battlefield.
It is mentioned again that Oswald’s arm was taken to Bamburgh and also that his head was buried at
Lindisfarne.30 The final three readings are to be an exposition on the gospel, si quis venit, by Pope
Gregory the Great taken from the common of a single martyr.31 The proper lections in the Surtees
York Breviary thus focus on Oswald’s relationship with Aidan as epitomized in the story of the Easter
Feast, their joint foundation of Lindisfarne, Oswald’s martyrdom and his famous relics. Given that
manuscripts breviaries of the Use of York are all late medieval and the Surtees edition is based on the
1493 printed breviary, it is significant that two mentions are made of Bamburgh as the resting place of
Oswald’s right arm. For the arm had long since been removed to Peterborough, suggesting that the
clergy of the northern province either shared William of Malmesbury’s skepticism about
Peterborough’s claim to possess this relic, or that Bamburgh’s association with Oswald remained
important to northern identities even though the famous relic was no longer there.32
The references to both the church of Lindisfarne and royal city of Bamburgh at the conclusion
of the sixth lection serve to locate Oswald physically within the landscape and topography of the early
Northumbrian church. As David Petts has argued, Lindisfarne and Bamburgh, which are intervisible,
were at the heart of a major nexus of early medieval landscape features, which included,
ecclesiastical, eremitical and royal sites.33 While Bede depicts Cuthbert’s retreat to a hermitage as
motivated by a desire to withdraw from the world, Petts points out that Inner Farne is clearly visible
from Bamburgh and lies on the main deep-water shipping lane.34 Sites such as Inner Farne and Holy
Island were not marginal or isolated, but highly visible landscape features that were closely integrated
into wider landscapes of power.35 In the Post–Conquest period the Bamburgh–Lindisfarne nexus was
reactivated. Shortly after the Norman Conquest a stone keep was erected at Bamburgh and placed
under new Norman earls. Following the rebellion of Robert de Mowbray in 1095, Bamburgh was
taken into the direct control of the crown and remained a royal castle until the early seventeenth
century.36 During the so-called harrying of the North, the monks of Durham briefly returned to
Lindisfarne to seek refugee from the Conqueror’s punitive expeditions.37 St. Cuthbert himself was
held to have altered the tide to ensure the safe passage of the fugitive monks to the island.38 Over the
succeeding centuries a number of hermits, either former members of the community or otherwise
closely connected to Durham, are known to have lived on Inner Farne. The earliest was probably
Ælric, who lived there from c.1150.39 These hermits were not completely cut off from the community
at Durham and many visited the island, a major cult site of St. Cuthbert, staying at the guest house.40
From the 1120s, when the monk Edward was stationed there, Durham recolonization of Lindisfarne
itself began and progressed to the establishment of a fully-fledged cell by the end of the century.41
The Romanesque priory church, which had a three-story elevation, was a prominent and highly visible
stone statement of the Durham monks’ return to Holy Island. Today, as Clare Lees and Gillian
Overing have commented, Lindisfarne, “retains its stunningly distinct geographic identity as a tidal
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island, and it sits ready to conjure for any visitor, medievalist or otherwise, powerful evocations of
solitude, interiority, and community.”42 The former royal center at Bamburgh also retains a distinct
geographic identity, sitting atop a striking outcrop of dolerite: “you can’t miss it.”43 Lindisfarne and
Bamburgh are places that sit at the juncture between the past and the present, the rhythm of the tide
both evokes an alternative temporality and, in the case of Lindisfarne, also a sense of limited
accessibility that belies its status as a significant node in a wider interconnected network. In
commemoration of Oswald these places became part of a liturgical landscape that mediated between
the historical Oswald and the saint present in his liturgical veneration.
As the Surtees York Breviary lections commemorate the historical Oswald and his role in
establishing Christianity in the north, it is instructive to consider the offices of other saints in the
edition in which Oswald is mentioned. As his bishop Aidan features in Oswald’s office so too does
Oswald feature in Aidan’s. Aidan was commemorated as a feast of three lessons and the first lesson
describes him being summoned by Oswald and the establishment of Lindisfarne.44 Oswald is also
linked to two important figures in the history of the diocese of York. In the eighth lection of the feast
of York’s first bishop, Paulinus (termed an archbishop in the breviary), Oswald is described as
completing the church at York begun by Edwin and Paulinus.45 In some manuscript breviaries of the
Use of York Oswald is also mentioned in the first lection for the feast of the translation of another
bishop of York, Wilfrid, who is described as being born in the reign of Northumbria’s most holy king
Oswald.46 Another local saint, Everilda, whose legend is known only through her feast of nine lessons
in versions of the York Breviary, is also linked to Oswald. Everilda was a member of the Wessex
nobility and is described as converting to Christianity alongside King Cynigils, whom St. Oswald
supported at his baptism.47 Oswald’s standing as godfather to Cynigils is also referenced in the
commemoration of St Birinus on 4 September, which was celebrated in combination with the
translation of Cuthbert’s relics.48 Thanks to these relationships, Oswald became present in liturgies for
other significant northern saints. His liturgical presence was therefore not confined solely to his own
feast day, with his significance in establishing the Northumbrian church making him a cornerstone in
the construction of a larger northern edifice.
Further evidence of the commemoration of Oswald in a secular community in the northern
province is provided by a set of lections written in a sixteenth-century hand at the end of an early
eleventh-century copy of Bede’s Historia Ecclesiastica. This manuscript, now Cambridge, Trinity
College MS R.7.5, has long been accepted as having a northern provenance, primarily because of the
inclusion of the Oswald lections and a short passage about Lindisfarne, which was added in a twelfthcentury hand.49 Though probably written in southern England, where its closest textual exemplar
resided, the book was likely in the north from shortly after ca. 1100.50 An analysis of the sixteenthcentury lections strengthens the supposition that the manuscript belonged to a foundation in the
province of York, although making more precise arguments for particular foundations is beyond the
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scope of this essay. The first lection, which is written out in full, is a summary of information in HE
iii. 1 and significantly mentions Paulinus, the first bishop of York. As in the reference to Oswald in
the lections for Paulinus’ feast in the Surtees York Breviary, here Oswald is being tied into the
foundation story of the archdiocese. Bede tells us that Paulinus had baptized Oswald’s predecessor
Edwin at York and that Edwin had subsequently begun the construction of a stone church, which was
completed by Oswald.51 The lection ends with Oswald’s victory over Caedwalla, and the return of
Northumbria to the Christianity originally instituted by Edwin and Paulinus. The second lection
describes Oswald summoning Aidan and the establishment of his see on Lindisfarne, including the
description of the island’s tidal nature.52 The remaining seven lections describe Oswald’s piety and the
Easter Feast,53 his death (including the sentence that he was killed by the same heathen king who had
killed Edwin) and the miraculous nature of his death spot,54 the healing of the horse and the girl at
Oswald’s death spot,55 the dust that could repel fire,56 the column of light that appeared over his bones
during their translation to Bardney, and the miraculous properties of earth that had been watered by
the water used to wash his bones,57 and miracles associated with his tomb.58 These lections are
considerably lengthier than the short, abbreviated lections found in the Surtees York Breviary. They
likewise invoke places of significance for the development of the Northumbrian church, namely York
and Lindisfarne, and the same core material as found in the Surtees York Breviary is further
augmented with additional miracle stories of the kind that are most frequently found in matins
readings.
Liturgy and landscape at the monastic communities of Durham and Coldingham
Although overshadowed by St. Cuthbert, King Oswald was an essential component in the
story of the once peripatetic but now settled-in-Durham monastic community. This is made apparent
in the opening of Symeon of Durham’s Libellus de exordio atque procursu istius, hoc est
Dunhelmenis, ecclesie, written between 1104 and 1115:
Gloriosi quondam regis Northanhymbrorum et preciosi martyris Oswaldi feruentissima in
Christo fide, hec sancta ecclesia…sui status ac religionis sacre sumpsit exordium. Licet enim
causis existentibus alibi quam ab ipso sit locata, nichilominus tamen stablitate fidei, dignitate
quoque et auctoritate cathedre pontificalis, statu etiam monachice habitationis que ab ipso rege et
Aidano pontifice ibidem instituta est, ipsa eadem ecclesia Deo auctore fundata permanet.59
[This venerable church derived its status and its divine religion from the fervent faith in Christ of
the former glorious king of the Northumbrians and estimable martyr Oswald…Although for
various reasons this church no longer stands in the place where Oswald founded it, nevertheless
by virtue of the constancy of its faith, the dignity and authority of its episcopal throne, and the
status of the dwelling-place of monks established there by himself and bishop Aidan, it is still
the very same church founded by God’s command].

Symeon has little else to say about Oswald, who is mentioned most often in this context of his
founding of the episcopal see at Lindisfarne with Bishop Aidan.60 Paradoxically he appears at once to
be both central and peripheral to Symeon’s account of the Durham community’s history: Oswald is the
founder of the Durham community, but Cuthbert is the true hero of Symeon’s story. We also know,
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however, that Symeon was involved in the production of a volume containing lives of Cuthbert, Aidan
and Oswald, in which Oswald was less peripheral.61 As the twelfth century progressed increasing
evidence for interest in Oswald survives from Durham, not least the vita of Oswald by Reginald the
monk, written in the 1160s, and Oswald’s office, which Hiley considers to date from the twelfth
century for stylistic reasons.62 In the various liturgical and historical compilations from Durham,
which contain Oswald’s office, material about the king is found in the company of vitae and offices
for Cuthbert and Aidan as in the volume produced by Symeon and as is the case in Cambridge, Trinity
College MS O.3.55, for example.63 The three saints are also depicted in the extremely rare medieval
edge paintings on Durham, Dean and Chapter Library, MS A.IV.35, which contains Bede’s life of St.
Cuthbert and other accounts of Cuthbert’s life and miracles. However, although playing a supporting
role, Oswald was increasingly visible and, as Clare Stancliffe and Eric Cambridge have pointed out,
despite the development of the iconography of Cuthbert holding Oswald’s head, the Northumbrian
king continued to be more frequently represented on his own as a saint in his own right rather than
merely as an attribute of Cuthbert.64 Cuthbert’s preeminence has tended to overshadow Oswald’s
significance at Durham, but liturgical sources make apparent that Oswald was also central to the
community’s self-perception.
As a late thirteenth-century breviary, a liturgical book containing the texts necessary for the
celebration of the divine office, survives from Durham’s dependent priory of Coldingham, we know
most, though not all, of the contents of the Durham matins office for Oswald.65 While only the incipit
of the psalm that opens the first nocturn is given as part of the office itself, the sequence of psalms can
be deduced from those given common for a single martyr, found later in the breviary, where the
psalms for the first nocturn can be identified from their incipits as 1, 2, 4, 5, 8 and 10 and those for the
second nocturn 14, 20, 23, 63, 64 and 91.66 The use of these proper psalms as the cornerstone of the
matins office for a single martyr was widespread, with only the occasional slight variation between
monastic houses.67 Many of these psalms have obvious thematic relevance to martyrdom. Psalm 8, for
example, praises the special place of mankind in God’s works and references a crowning. Psalm 20 is
a praise to God for Christ’s exaltation after his passion and features a king. Both these psalms were
drawn on in prayers for St. Oswald that were used in both his mass and office. In the Sarum Missal
the opening prayer is “Gloria et honore coronasti eum: et constituisti eum super opera manuum
tuarum” (You have crowned him with glory and honor and set him over the works of your hands)
drawing on Psalm 8:6–7 and the gradual “Posuisti, Domine super caput eius coronam de lapide
pretioso” (You have set, O Lord, a crown of precious stones on his head) is a paraphrase of Psalm
20:4.68 The potential play on the dual meaning of the crowning—both as a king and a martyr—
provided a particularly rich seam of symbolism for royal martyrs like Oswald.
The cycles of chants that accompanied the psalms and readings were known as historiae as
they tended to draw on the biography of the saint whom they lauded. Many of the chants in Oswald’s
61
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office as found in Durham sources (Table 3) are generally laudatory and describe Oswald or events in
fairly conventional ways and, moreover, the cycles of antiphons and responsories do not form an
entirely smooth narrative when performed in liturgical order.69 There are no identifiable direct quotes
in the chant texts from surviving vitae of Oswald, suggesting that Bede is the obvious base source.
One might speculate that the lack of affinity between the chants and Reginald of Durham’s vita,
perhaps suggests the chant cycle was composed before Reginald became active in the mid twelfth
century and that his vita was therefore not available to the composer of the cycle.70 However,
Reginald’s text lacks coherence and often lapses into verbosity, so perhaps would not have provided a
suitable reference point anyway.71 Bede was in any case Reginald’s main source and was also the
fundamental base of lections in all English sources of the office containing them, whether in
abbreviated form, as in the Surtees York Breviary, or taken almost verbatim. In terms of chants, HE
iii. 2, describing Oswald’s victory over Caedwalla at Heavenfield and miracles associated with the
cross he erected, was the source for the greatest number, with material from it being referenced in two
antiphons and three responsories in the first nocturn.72 The remaining chants in the first nocturn are
rather general, lauding Oswald’s piety and faithfulness, with one chant mentioning his sending for
bishop Aidan, which as we have seen, was fundamental to his place in the Durham community’s
historical self-consciousness.73
While the first nocturn focuses on Oswald’s success against Caedwalla and his promotion of
Christianity, the narrative thread of the second nocturn chants is a little confused, although to an
extent this reflects the order in which Bede presents information. It opens with an antiphon that
foreshadows Oswald’s fate—he rules as one who desires the heavenly rather than the earthly
kingdom.74 The chant cycle then skips over his martyrdom to reference the healing power of the spot
where Oswald died and the heavenly column of light that illuminated his bones when they were
translated to Bardney.75 The final antiphon references Oswald’s head, interned with Cuthbert’s body
in Durham’s church when these chants were composed, and in particular the miraculous powers of the
wooden stake on which the head had originally been impaled on the battlefield.76 The head itself
never seems to have been associated with miracles, but St. Willibrord, who possessed a splinter of the
wooden stake, told how water in which the splinter had been dipped healed a doubting Irish scholar of
plague.77 The responsories combine material from HE iii. 5 and iii. 6 and describe Oswald acting as
interpreter for Aidan and how his incorrupt right hand, blessed by Aidan, was hewn off from his body
on the battlefield.78 The final responsory in the second nocturn appears to refer to Bede’s account of
Oswald meeting his death while uttering a prayer for his soldiers leading Bede to assert that “God
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have mercy on their souls, said Oswald as he fell” is now a proverb.79 The responsories for the final
nocturn reference the holy nature of the spot where Oswald died,80 the miracle of the holy dust that
repels fire,81 again reference the column of light,82 before the cycle concludes with a chant about how
earth which had been watered with the water used to wash Oswald’s bones at Bardney could expel
devils from the possessed.83
The first nocturn chant cycle has the most coherent narrative out of the three nocturns. In its
focus on Oswald’s victory against Caedwalla at Heavenfield and his promotion of Christianity it
seems to anticipate an overall narrative structure that does not materialize. When we consider the
evidence for lections at Durham, the focus on Oswald’s cross is strengthened. Sean Dunnahoe has
analyzed the lections found in the Coldingham breviary, demonstrating that the first lection is the
opening of an anonymous Passion, which provides a summary of the historical material found at the
start of Bede’s account of Oswald’s life.84 The remaining seven lections are drawn directly from the
concluding lines of HE iii. 1 and the opening half of HE iii. 2, which describe the battle of
Denisesburn at which Oswald defeated Caedwalla, having first erected a cross at Heavenfield.85
Lections are typically a couple of sentences long and Dunnahoe sees the divisions as purely practical.
The series ends seemingly rather abruptly with the description of the geographical location of
Heavenfield on the northern side of Hadrian’s Wall. Dunnahoe comments that at first glance the
lesson selection in the Coldingham Breviary is rather surprising, especially in its sparse inclusion of
miracles, which normally dominate matins lections. The only mention of any miracles comes in the
sixth lesson, which describes how people came to the site to collect splinters of the cross for their
healing properties. Dunnahoe sees this inclusion as a practical consideration in that the reference to
the miraculous properties of the splinters is simply sandwiched between the sentences used for the
fifth and sixth lessons. He suggests that, for example, the rest of the second chapter of the Historia
Ecclesiastica, which includes the miracle of moss from the cross that heals the fractured arm of
Bothelm, a monk of Hexham, and is directly referenced in the chant cycle, might have provided a
closer thematic connection.86
Dunnahoe explains the choice of lections in the Coldingham Breviary by arguing that the
readings “provide something that the musical and prayer texts of the office do not: they physically
locate the events of Oswald’s earthly reign within Northumbria, sites which must have held some real
familiarity, geographically and socially, to the brothers at Durham and its cell in Coldingham.”87 He
suggests that this might explain why these readings were not used at Peterborough, on the continent or
in Scandinavia, where the sites of Denisesburn and Heavenfield had only “abstract significance.”88
Webber has shown that the Peterborough copy of Bede's Historia Ecclesiastica was marked up for
liturgical reading not only on Oswald’s feast day.89 It contains marginal markings for two sets of eight
lections and four sets of three lections, with the latter for reading during the octave. The two longer
sets for the feast and octave are both focused on miracle stories, with one set covering the healing
79
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powers of the dust at Bardney, made miraculous by water that had been used to wash Oswald's bones,
and the exorcism of a traveler.90 The other set of eight lessons is drawn from the miracle in which an
outbreak of plague at Selsey came to an end of Oswald’s feast day.91 One set of three lections is also
about Oswald’s cult at Bardney, covering the miracle of the pillar of light that appeared over
Oswald’s bones. The remaining three sets of three lections are drawn from the opening of Bede’s
account of Oswald. One set comprises the entirety of the first chapter of Book 3, setting the scene for
Oswald's victory at Heavenfield and another focuses on the miracle of the moss. It is only in the final
set of lections that there is any overlap with the Coldingham breviary. This set of lections was
supplied, written out in full, by a mid-twelfth-century scribe who also revised the text at the start of
the copy. They comprise a reworking of Bede’s description of Oswald erecting the cross and the
healing miracles associated with the spot where he prayed and splinters of the cross. However, the
lections conclude before the geographical description of Heavenfield and, overall, the different sets of
lections in the Peterborough Bede are dominated by miracle stories.92
Heavenfield was of interest to the monks of Peterborough only in the abstract, as a site of
Oswaldian miracles, whereas to religious communities in the north it was a visible and active node in
networks of veneration. Soon after the foundation of the nearby monastery of Hexham by St. Wilfrid,
it had become customary for the monks to celebrate Oswald’s vigil and feast at Heavenfield. By the
time that Bede wrote, this custom had become so popular that a small church had been built on the
site. Hexham disappears from the records in the early ninth century, but when it reemerges in the
eleventh century the connection to Heavenfield appears to have been reactivated. By the late
thirteenth century, Heavenfield was the site of a hermitage connected to the abbey.93 As we have seen,
the lections of the Surtees York Breviary also situated the historical Oswald firmly within the
landscape of the early northern church. I would argue, however, that we can take Dunnahoe’s
suggestion further and identify an additional reason for the choice of these readings, which
demonstrates greater thematic coherence within the monastic office than previously recognized. It
also enables us to appreciate that the link between liturgy and landscape, both physical and mental,
ran deeper still. If we look to the Gospel reading in the Coldingham Breviary, which is the same as
that found in the Surtees York Breviary and in masses for Oswald, it is identified by the incipit “Si
quis venit”, a Gospel passage (Luke 14:26f) that stresses the necessity of renouncing all to follow
Christ.94 This passage was highly appropriate for Oswald and resonates strongly with the lections
found in the Coldingham Breviary.95 In it Jesus exhorts his followers to carrying their own cross:
“And whosoever doth not carry his cross and come after me, cannot be my disciple” (Luke 14:27).
The fourth lection, which describes Oswald taking the hastily constructed cross and holding it upright
with his own hands, thus takes on added significance: he is literally carrying his own cross as Jesus
mandates his disciples must. This significance is only accentuated by another verse in the Gospel: “Or
what king, about to go to make war against another king, doth not first sit down, and think whether he
be able, with ten thousand, to meet him that, with twenty thousand, cometh against him?” (Luke
14:31), for the second lection explicitly mentions that Oswald’s army was small in numbers compared
to Caedwalla’s large army and the fourth lection also describes Oswald summoning his army together
and exhorting them to kneel to pray to God for help against the enemies they are soon to meet on the
battlefield.
Although Bede does not himself make the reference explicitly, perhaps because the parallel
was not exact, Constantine’s victory at Milvian Bridge, having seen a vision of a cross, provides an
obvious model for Oswald’s erecting of a cross at Heavenfield, as many scholars have previously

90

HE iii. 11.
HE iv.14.
92
Webber, “Bede’s Historia Ecclesiastica as a Source of Lections”, 55. At Winchcombe the eight lections are drawn
from HE iii. 9, iii. 12 and iii. 13 and focus exclusively on miracles.
93
James Raine, The Priory of Hexham, its Chroniclers, Endowments, and Annals, vol. 1, Surtees Society 44
(Edinburgh, 1864), Appendix, xxiii, doc. 22.
94
BL Harley MS 4664, fol. 249v.
95
The Coldingham Breviary gives John 12:24 as the Gospel for a single martyr. BL Harley MS 4664, fol. 304v.
91

discussed.96 The connection between Oswald and Constantine is made explicitly in the office in the
first responsory:
R1: Rex sacer oswaldus senas acies feriturus spem crucis erexit et in hoc signo superauit.
V1: ut Constantinus de celo uincere doctus.
[R1: Holy king Oswald, about to fight six battlelines, raised the hope of the cross and in that sign
conquered.
V1: As Constantine showed victory comes from heaven.]

Given that the responsories in an office framed the delivery of the lections within it, it is
pertinent to consider the way in which this opening reference to Constantine in the first responsory
intentionally draws the explicit parallel between Oswald and Constantine that is absent from the
lections themselves. When this office was composed, some time in the twelfth century, the belief that
Constantine had been born in Britain was being circulated by numerous historical writers.97 His
legend in Britain was used to legitimize Henry II’s right to rule in England and, following the capture
of the True Cross by Saladin at the Battle of Hattin in 1187, English participation in expeditions to
Jerusalem.98 Oswald is here a proto-crusader marked by the sign of the Cross and placed in a tradition
stretching from the Romano-British past through to the twelfth century.99 The reference to “the wall
which the Romans built from sea to sea…to protect Britain from the attacks of barbarous peoples”, in
the final lection accentuates the framing of Oswald within this Romano-British tradition.100
Constantine himself had also fought against the attacks of barbarous peoples in this very same region
north of Hadrian’s Wall.101 The opening responsory of the first nocturn with its reference to
Constantine and the closing lection of the second nocturn with its invocation of Hadrian’s Wall, a
highly visible Roman monument in the landscape, described elsewhere by Bede as “a famous
wall…eight feet wide and twelve feet high…as is plain for all to see, even to this day”102 and
prominently featured on Matthew Paris’s mid-thirteenth-century map of the British Isles, emphasize
Oswald’s place in this Romano-British tradition of Christian kingship. They also serve to actively
locate this tradition within the northern landscape and topography familiar to the monks of Durham
and Coldingham and essential to their understanding of the history of their communities.103
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the Coldingham Breviary, that of Oswald’s half-sister Æbbe, also roots commemoration of the saint in particular
geographical and topographical features of the northern landscape. Lauren Whitnah, “Reshaping History in the Cult of Æbbe
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Previously overlooked evidence for a further set of eight lections partially survives from
Durham in Oxford, Bodleian Library MS Digby 175, which is another compilation of material about
Cuthbert, Oswald and Aidan dating from the late eleventh century. The imperfect vita of Oswald in
the manuscript, which is compiled from Bede, begins on fol. 40r with the last sentence of HE iii. 2. In
the margin can be seen lection marks indicating the seventh and eighth lections. The seventh lection
covers Oswald sending for Aidan and the eighth the establishment of the see on Lindisfarne and
Oswald’s acting as an interpreter. These two lections are significantly longer than those found in the
Coldingham Breviary, meaning that it seems reasonable to suggest that the first six lections would
have covered, in reverse order, the miracle of the moss, the building of a church on site of Oswald’s
victory over Caedwalla by the monks of Hexham, and all the material covered in the Coldingham
Breviary lections discussed above. This also happens to correspond with the first three chapters of the
vita of Oswald found in Trinity O.3.55, which contains a text, beginning on fol. 61r, which is
rubricated “Hic describuntur uita et miracula gloriosissimi et sanctissimi regis osuualdi sicut in libro
ecclesiastico gentis anglorum continetur” (Here are described the life and miracles of the glorious and
holy king Oswald just as are contained in the ecclesiastic book of the English peoples), but which in
fact begins with the summary found in the anonymous Passion, which is used as the first lection in the
Coldingham Breviary.104 The text of the remaining seven lections follows, with the only difference
from the Coldingham Breviary lections being that a sentence Dunnahoe identified as being skipped
over in the breviary is included in the Trinity text.105 The vita et miracula continues beyond the
section used in the Coldingham lections, excerpting material from Bede to form a text focused on
Oswald and close to that found in Digby 175. While this text is not itself marked up for liturgical
reading, the fact that it opens in an identical manner to the Coldingham lections is striking, as is the
fact that it appears as part of a section of the manuscript that also provides explicitly liturgical texts
for Oswald. On the bottom half of fol. 60r (the top half was originally blank though is now filled with
notes in a later hand) we find prayers for the mass on Oswald’s feast day and on fol. 60v a hymn for
Oswald, with music on a three-line stave. The vita et miracula is followed by a similar text for bishop
Aidan, before the manuscript ends with an incomplete office for Oswald’s feast day. Although the
lengthier lections marked in Digby 175 mean the cycle of hagiographic readings does not end with the
Romano-British reference to Hadrian’s Wall, the additional material covered does still relate
thematically to the chant cycle. The final antiphon of the first nocturn invokes Oswald sending for
Aidan and the fifth and sixth responsories of the second nocturn describe Oswald acting as an
interpreter for Aidan and Aidan blessing his right arm.
There are several ways one might seek to explain the difference in lection lengths in Digby
175 and Harley 4664. As the Harley manuscript is later in date, it perhaps indicates that by the late
thirteenth century when the Coldingham Breviary was written, the lections had been shortened and
the lection marks in Digby 175 reflect an outdated practice. Anselme Davril has pointed to a wider
phenomenon of matins readings becoming shorter in the high Middle Ages, seeing this as related to a
general shift away from the night office, and it is possible that this is the process we can see here
too.106 Matins was a lengthy office and 5 August, being in the height of summer, is not a particularly
104
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long night—matins was often shortened in the summer months for this reason and this could be a
contributing factor here.107 We could also speculate, however, that the monks of Coldingham were not
as invested in the Oswald-Aidan-Lindisfarne origin story as were the Durham community and that
they therefore dispensed with these lengthy sections in their community’s celebration of Oswald,
focusing on his Constantine-like triumph north of Hadrian’s Wall and finessing the relationship
between chant cycle, lections and the Gospel reading. The office as found in the Coldingham Breviary
does not necessarily reflect exactly the office as it was celebrated at Durham itself. While Coldingham
was a dependency of Durham, its liturgy did not follow Durham’s exactly, with St. Æbbe’s cult, for
example, being significantly more important in Berwickshire than in Northumberland.108 Around the
time Oswald’s office was composed the monks of Durham had begun the active re-colonization of
Lindisfarne, reshaping its landscape through the construction of buildings and the cultivation of the
land. Lindisfarne was central to their community’s historical self-consciousness and this can be seen
in their construction of the priory and also in their choice of lections for Oswald’s feast, which include
a description of the island: “as the tide ebbs and flows, this place is surrounded by sea twice a day like
an island, and twice a day the sand dries and joins it to the mainland.”109
Another set of eight lections for Oswald have been identified by Teresa Webber in her study
of Bede’s Historia Ecclesiastica as a source of liturgical readings. Durham, Dean and Chapter Library
MS B.II.35 contains the Historia Ecclesiastica alongside additional historical works by Bede and
others, which were bound together by ca. 1500.110 The Historia Ecclesiastica is a late eleventhcentury copy, originally given by William of Saint-Calais, bishop of Durham (1081–1096). The
lection marks are partially trimmed, but the hand is certainly earlier than that of the Coldingham
Breviary. These lections cover the miracles of the horse and the girl healed at the site of Oswald’s
death and the power of earth from this site over fire, all episodes that are also referenced in the chant
cycle.111 Although it is possible that lection marks in this manuscript signaling other passages for
reading have been completely lost due to trimming and rebinding, there are no surviving markings of
the passages found in Harley 4664 or marked in Digby 175. Given that the same lections are present
in Harley 4664 and, in longer form, in Digby 175, it seems that what Webber found in Durham
B.II.35 is a set of lections for use on a different day. Most likely, those in the Coldingham Breviary
and Digby 175 are for Oswald’s feast day and those marked in Durham’s late-eleventh-century copy
of the Historia Ecclesiastica are to be read on his octave. In the calendar of the Coldingham Breviary,
Oswald’s feast day is entered in gold and his octave in red, demonstrating that both were important
feasts.112
Conclusion
All the lections of northern provenance discussed in this essay locate Oswald’s
commemoration within the Northumbrian landscape. While in individual communities across the
centuries the emphasis was subtly different, the relationship of Oswald to religious communities in
the north was articulated through liturgies in which geographical and topographical references played
an essential role and miracles stories were less prominent than in liturgies surviving from outside of
Oswald’s former Northumbrian kingdom. In the office in the Surtees York Breviary, which can
tentatively be taken to represent a broad regional pattern of commemoration, Oswald is understood in
relation to the important episcopal and royal sites of Lindisfarne and Bamburgh. In the monastic
community at Durham and at her cell at Coldingham veneration of Oswald reached its liturgical
apogee in the north. At both foundations the monks commemorated Oswald with a proper office in
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which chants, lections and the Gospel reading combined to situate Oswald’s famous victory over
Caedwalla within a longer tradition of Romano-British Christianity in the north. Hadrian’s Wall,
Lindisfarne and Bamburgh are places that sit at the juncture between past and present. When we visit
these sites today, we feel that connection to the Roman and early medieval past while also being
aware of their simultaneity in the modern landscape of Northumberland. As Lees and Overing have
argued, Hadrian’s Wall, Lindisfarne and Bamburgh “are monuments that mark the complexities of
chronology, events and memories”.113 Liturgy too, with its “complex web of sounds, sights, and
actions”, operates within this space.114 Saints’ offices collapse time and mediate between historical
figures and the communities in which they are present through liturgical veneration.115 The inclusion
of these places, which are both physically present in the landscape and also act as portals to the past,
creates a potent layering of physical and mental geography within the liturgy. In offices for King
Oswald with a northern provenance Hadrian’s Wall, Lindisfarne and Bamburgh have the function of
liturgical landmarks enabling the communities of the north to navigate between their presents and
their pasts and to orientate themselves in both the physical landscape which they inhabited and also
the liturgical landscape in which the saint was present with them.
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