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274 The Venerable Bede. 

ART. VI.-THE VENERABLE BEDE. 

IT is altogether a matter of con~ratulation that a knowledge 
of the Venerable Bede and his works is becoming much 

more generally diffused in the country which has had the 
honour of producing and possessing him. In the history of 
En~land before the Conquest there 1s, with the one exception 
•Of l~ing Alfred, no greater ornament of the English Church or 
-0f the English nation than Breda, commonly known as the 
Venerable Bede. And, at the risk of seeming heterodox in 
the eyes of the more strict school of modern historians, let us 
venture to retain the more familiar form of the venerated 
name. Nothing will induce Englishmen to prefer Aelfred to 
Alfred, or Eadward to Edward. And a similar prejudice in 
favour of what is popular rather than pedantic prevents us 
from substituting Breda for Bede. Professor Freeman says : 
"When a name is thoroughly naturalized and has acquired an 
English form, I would retain that form ;" and for this reason 
he prefers Mahomet to Muhammad. Surely one may with 
reason go a step further and say: "When in the natural de­
velopment of a language ancient names have become modified 
in form, a writer should retain the form current in his own 
-day." In such things (as in translations for popular use), it is 
better to be understood and found interesting by those who 
.are not scholars than praised by those who are. 

The revival of the study of Bede in England began in a most 
.appropriate place-the city of Durham, where whatever por­
tions of his body have not been scattered over Europe as relics 
.still rest. Dr. John Smith, Minor Canon, and afterwards Pre­
bendary of Durham (the only known instance of such promo­
tion), devoted the last years of his life (1700-1715) to editing 
the Works of Bede. His work was completed by his son, 
George Smith, afterwards a Nonjuring Bishop, and was pub­
lished in 1722.1 

It was a member of the University of Durham, Rev. Joseph 
Stevenson, at one time University Librarian, who produced 
the next important edition of Bede, but only of the Historical 
VI' orks. This was undertaken for the English Historical 
Society, and published in London in 1841. It reproduces 
some of Smith's notes. Dr. Hussey's edition was published at 
Oxford in 1869, and contains more of Smith's notes, but not 
the" Life of St. Cuthbert." Next year the very careful edition 
of Books III. and IV., by Mayor and Lumby, was published at 

1 See an interesting paper by Rev. J. L. Low on "The Ven. Bede and 
his Durham Editors," in the Durham University Journal, Nov. 12, 1883. 
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the Cambridg-e Press. It is to be hoped that they will edit the 
remainder with the same thoroughness. Ifot the book would 
be more attractive to ordinary readers (and it is precisely 
ordinary readers that it is desirable to attract), if the archaic 
style of lrinting were abandoned. To persons accustomed to 
the usua method of printing Latin it is simply vexatious to 
have u perpetually for v and sometimes v for u. 

Besides these valuable editions, various translations have 
contributed to make Bede's Historical Works accessible even 
to those who cannot read the original. The present writer 
knows of no translation between the famous one by King 
Alfred and that by the controversialist, Thomas Stapleton, 
published at Antwerp in 1565, and dedicated to Queen 
Elizabeth. Since then there have been translations by 
Stevens, 1723; Hurst, 1814; Giles, 1840; and Gidley, 1871. To 
which may be added the popular account of the saint and bis 
times by G. F. Browne in the" Fathers for English Readers," 
S.P.C.K., 1879 ; the articles on the subject in the "Diction­
ary of Christian Biography," and in the new edition of the 
Encyclopeclia Britannica; and the notices of Bede in the 
"Old English History" of Professor Freeman, in the " Early 
English Church History" of Dr. Bright, and in the historical 
works of the late J. R. Green. Through these various channels 
one of the greatest names of the eighth century, and indeed of 
several centuries before and after that, is becoming something 
more than a name to educated Englishmen. 

In almost every branch of human knowledge, whether we 
are studying the history of literature, or of science, or of 
Biblical exegesis, or of the course of events in Church and 
State, if our investigations do not stop short of the time at 
which Bede flourished, we must, if our work is to be done 
properly, take account of Bede. Not merely in the history of 
his own country, of which he is the father, and in the inter­
pretation of Scripture, in which he is a master, but in almost 
all other departments of learning that had been opened in his 
day, Bede is first, or among the first. His works have been 
justly called an encyclopedia of the knowledge extant at that 
period. His industry must have been enormous, and rivals 
that of the " adamantine" Origen, or the restless Jerome. The 
stereotyped epithet of" Venerable" must not make us forget the 
fact that he did not live to be old. He died at the age of 
sixty-two, and most of his extant works were written between 
thirty and fifty-nine. And all his life long he was not only 
reading and writing, but teaching. Besides which, a very con­
siderable portion of each day was taken up with the services 
of the monastery. He must have been one of those men to 
whom change of work is as a rule more refreshing than cessa-

T 2 
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tion from it. "To learn, to teach, or to write was always a 
delight to me." 

It is, of course, his " Ecclesiastical History of the English 
K ation " that is of supreme interest both to the student and 
also to the ordinary reader. As the work of a scrupulous, 
cautious, able scholar, and of a writer who was for the most 
part contemporaneous, or nearly so, with what he records, its 
value can scarcely be overrated. If Bede had done nothing 
else than set the example of dating events according to the 
Dionysian era of A.D., instead of the clumsy methods, "in the 
consulship of A,"" in the 10th year of the reign of B," and the 
like, his service to history would have been very considerable. 
But he not only shows how historical events may most con­
,eniently be dated, but with what care they must be collected 
and sifted, and in what spirit recorded. 

The title of his chief work has probably had something to 
do with the comparative neglect of Bede. Men who would be 
ashamed if they had to own that they had never read a play 
of Shakespeare, or an essay of Bacon, would perhaps hardly 
take it as a compliment if you assumed that they had read 
some parts of Bede. It is "Ecclesiastical History;" and 
Ecclesiastical History is not much in their line. But we 
altogether mistake Bede's meaning and the purpose of his 
work when we translate Historia Ecclesiasticci by" Ecclesias­
tical History " in the modern sense of the term. By the 
epithet "ecclesiastical" we mean that our observation is to be 
limited to those things which directly or specially concern the 
Church. Bede means nothing of the kind; nor is any such 
limitation observed by him. He adds the epithet in order to 
assure us that whatever he records is of importance. In his 
day the Church was the centre of history. Very frequently 
the leading men who had most to do with the making of 
history, the ablest statesmen and the ablest legislators, were 
ecclesiastics. Purely secular history, i.e., history which en­
tirely ignored the doings and writings of Churchmen, would 
ha Ye been comparatively insignificant; and Bede does not 
wish us to suppose that he works in any such narrow spirit. 
We prefix " ecclesiastical " to " history " in order to indicate 
that the point of view is limited. Bede does so to intimate 
that the point of view is lofty. In his own day this would be 
understood. But in modern times he would probably have 
had three times as many readers if, omitting the epithet, he 
had called his chief work simply " The History of the English 
Nation." 

It is from the last chapter of this priceless history that we 
learn nearly all that is known of Bede's own life. Apparently 
he himself recognised this as the culminating point in his 
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labo~us ; .f?r he appends to it a brief autobiography and a list 
of his wr1tmgs (Book V., chap. xxiv., § 4.53, 4.54). 

Thus much of the ecclesiastical history of Britain, and more especially 
of the English nation, as far as I could learn either from the writings of 
the ancients, or the tradition of our ancestors, or of my own knowledge, 
has with the help of God been digested by me, Baida, the servant of 
Christ and priest of the monastery of the blessed Apostles Peter and 
Paul, which is at Wearmouth and Jarrow. 

Being born in the territory of that same monastery, I was given by 
the care of my relations when seven years of age to be educated by the 
most reverend Abbot Benedict, and afterwards by Ceolfrid. And from 
that period, spending all the remaining time of my life in that monas­
tery, I wholly applied myself to the study of the Scriptures; and amid 
the observance of regular discipline, and the daily care of singing in the 
church, to learn, to teach, or to write was always a delight to me. In the 
nineteenth year of my age I received deacon's orders ; in the thirtieth 
those of the priesthood: both of them by the ministry of the most 
reverend Bishop John [of Hexham], and by order of the Abbot Ceolfrid. 
From this time-when I received the order of priesthood-until the 
fifty-ninth year of my age, I have made it my business, for the use of me 
and mine, briefly to compile out of the works of the venerable Fathers 
and to interpret and explain according to their meaning (adding some­
what of my own) these following pieces. [Here follows the long list of 
works up to that date, A.D. 731, when he was fifty-eight.] 

In these artless lines we have nearly all that is known of 
Bede's simple, beautiful, and most useful life. His parents 
were no doubt already dead when the "relations," who evi­
dently were not his parents, placed him permanently under 
the care of the Benedictines of Wearmouth, whose ranks he 
afterwards entered. He never regretted the choice which had 
been made for him. He thankfully acknowledo-es that in this 
peaceful but active life Christ had " graciousf y granted him 
sweetly to drink of the words of His wisdom;" and on his 
death-bed he declared that "he had had a long life, and that 
the kind Judge had ordered his life happily." Perhaps 
nowhere in England-certainly nowhere north of the Thames 
-could Bede have found such opportunities for study as in 
this celebrated monastery. Thanks to the energy and en­
lightenment of the Abbots Benedict and Ceolfrid, the libraries 
at \Vearmouth and J arrow were excellent, and even Bede's 
insatiable love of reading could there find ample material. 
Benedict Biscop had been five times to Rome-a prodigious 
journey in those times-and on his third, fourth, and fifth 
visits purchased larg-e quantities of books there and at Vienne. 
It was after his third journey that he founded Wearmouth, 
and after his fourth that he founded Jarrow, bringing with 
him John, the Abbot and Archchanter of St. ~Iartin's at 
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Rome, to teach his monks music and ritual. One of the 
treasures brought by Benedict from Rome was " Cosmo­
grap}10rum Co?ex," ~ work of such beauty ~hat Aldfr~d, King 
of Northumbrrn, (68,)-705), patron of Benedict, and himself a 
scholar, gave "land of eight families," or eight hides, for the 
possession of it. From the death of this' enlightened prince, 
who had been a schoolfellow of Aldhelm, Abbot of Malmes­
bury, Bede dates the decay of morals among the northern 
clergy. It was largely owing to his peaceful policy that such 
a lifo as that of Bede became possible. During the troubled 
reign of his restless predecessor, Egfrid, who gave the land for 
the monastery at " earmouth,1 the warfare which was waged 
all round Northumbria towards Mercia, Strathclyde, and Scot­
land, must have caused constant anxiety to the peaceful monks, 
and ha,e hindered the congregating of scholars. Another 
literary treasure brought by Benedict Biscop from Rome was 
a copy of the old version of the Latin Bible, the " V etus 
Latina," which, though fast going out of use, had not yet 
been quite extinguished by Jerome's superior version. What 
Benedict had so well begun, his friend and successor, Ceolfrid, 
completed. Benedict, Bede tells us, had brought back from 
Rome on his third visit "no inconsiderable number of books 
on every branch of sacred literature ;" on his fourth, " a 
numberless collection of all kinds of books;" and from his 
fifth "he returned (as was his custom) enriched with countless 
gifts for ecclesiastical purposes, and with an equally large 
supply of sacred volumes." Ceolfrid doubled the libraries 
both at W earmouth and J arrow. In particular he added 
"three Pandects of the new translation (Jerome's version) to 
the one of the old version which Benedict bad brought from 
Rome. One of these, on bis return to Rome in his old age, 
he took with him as a gift; of the other two, he left one to 
each monastery."2 

From all this it is evident that the industry and ability of 
Bede had ample materials ready at band for their exercise. 
Only at Canterbury, even if there, could he have been much 

1 Egfrid's name occurs on the dedication-stone of the monastery church 
of St. Paul at ,Tarrow: "Dedicatio Basilic~ Sti. Pauli VIII. KL. Mai 
.A.nno XV. Egfridi Reg. Ceolfridi .A.bb. ejusdemque Eccles. Deo aucto1e 
Conditoris anno III!." The fifteenth year of Egfrid would be A.D. 684, 
when Bede was about twelve. 

; "Lives of the Abbots," § 4, 6, !), 15; "Six Ages of the World," A.D. 
720. " Pandecta" was the name which was adopted by some writers ; 
e.g . .A.lcuin. to express the collected books of the Old and New Testa­
ments. The older name was Bibliotlteca. It is to be regretted that 
'' Bibliotheca" has gone entirely out of use. We lose much by regard­
ing the Bible as an inspired Book instead of an inspired Library. 
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better off. Almost from the first Canterbury had had a 
school; and this had served as a model for Bishop Felix when 
he founded a similar institution in East Anglia at the now sub­
merged Dunwich1 (c. A.D. 631). But the Canterbury school 
had been greatly increased in importance by Archbishop 
Theodore and his energetic friend Hadrian, who "gathered 
together a host of disciples, to water whose minds rivers of 
wholesome knowledge daily flowed."2 And as proof of their 
efficiency, Bede states that some of their scholars knew Latin 
and Greek as well as they knew their own language. It was 
from one of these Canterbury scholars that Bede received the 
chief encouragement to undertake his " History of the En~lish 
Nation," as well as much assistance in collecting material for 
it.3 This was Albinus, Hadrian's pupil and successor as abbot, 
who knew Greek well, and Latin as thoroughly as English.4 

Bede himself knew both Latin and Greek well, being able to 
write the former fluently and translate the latter; and, more­
over, had some .knowledge of Hebrew. In estimating which 
attainments, we must remember that a knowledge of Hebrew 
was at this time very rare in the West, while a knowledge of 
Greek was fast becoming so. 

But excellent libraries at Jarrow and \Vearmouth, with 
encouragement and help from Canterbury, were not the only 
advantages which Bede enjoyed. Besides the English learning 
which he received direct from Canterbury, he also had good 
instructors from other important centres-Scottish, Roman, 
and Gallican. From Trumbert, the disciple of Chad, and 
Sigfrid, the fellow-student of Cuthbert, he learnt Church dis­
cipline and Scriptural interpretation, as it was understood in 
the Scottish Church of Iona and Ireland. Acea, Bishop of 
Hexham and pupil of Wilfrid, would teach him much of the 
learning of the Roman school. The Benedictine form of 
monasticism in which he was trained from a child was of 
Gallican origin. 

It has been suggested above that the title of "Ecclesiasticol 
History," given by Bede himself to his chief work, has pro­
bably in modern times deterred some persons from reading 
him. The fact that he was a monk may have had a similar 
effect. "Monkish chronicles" are to most people not very 
attractive reading, and" monkish legends" still less so. And 

1 "Hist. Eccles.," III. xviii. 
2 "Hist. Eccles.," IV. ii. There a.re two MSS. of the Gospels, one in 

the Bodleian a.nd one in the library of Corpus Christi College, Cam­
bridge, which a.re supposed by some to have belonged to the Canterbury 
Library, a.nd to be part of a present from Gregory to Augustine. 

3 Bede's Preface to his" Hist. Eccl." 
J "Hist. Eccl.," V. xx. 
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from the fact that Bede's history and biographies are known 
to contain various accounts of miracles, some have very pos­
sibly jumped to the conclusion that "legends" rather than 
"chronicles" would fitly describe Bede's historical writings. 
If so, we may trust that so utterly mistaken a view of our 
great national historian's value is fast becoming extinct. 
Among monkish historians, as among secular historians, we 
have every degree of badness and excellence; and each writer 
must be judged on his own merits. When judged thus, Bede's 
rank for intelligence, accuracy, and fairness will be of the 
highest. A readiness to believe in the frequency of miracles 
was the fault of his age, not of himself; and it ought no more 
to discredit him in our eyes than the similar defect discredits 
his great counterpart in Greek literature, Herodotus. More­
o,er, the miraculous element in Bede has been exaggerated. 
Some of the reported miracles are a mere misinterpretation of 
natural phenomena. Others, in which sick persons become 
steadily better after prayers have been offered for their re­
covery, are occurrences which a Christian will hesitate to dis­
believe. 

Again, it would be a huge mistake to confound the monastic 
system in which Bede was trained with those which prevailed 
in England during the centuries preceding the Reformation. 
The corrupt influences which ruined the latter were mostly 
wanting in the former. In Bede's day English monasticism 
(when not asham)was still in the freedom and comparative purity 
of its youth. It was not of English growth ; but, like Chris­
tianity and along with it, it had been imported into the nation 
from abroad. In the old Teutonic religron there was nothing 
analogous to it. Pagan Rome had its vestals ; the pagan East 
had its celibate priests. The deities of the Jute, the Saxon, 
and the Angle seem to have exacted no such vows from either 
minister or worshipper. Hence monasticism, when it entered 
England, took a new departure upon virgin soil. The rule 
of Benedict found no heathen rival; nothing to conquer, or 
transform, or absorb. It became more elastic and more free 
than in its older homes. In England it was more in contact 
with the world: and we may well believe that both the world 
and it were the better for the intercourse. As yet no very 
strict line was drawn between the layman and the lay brother, 
between the secular priest and the ordained monk. And it 
was in the open, healthy atmosphere of a flexible system such 
as this that Bede was trained, and in his turn trained others. 
There was enough discipline to brace the soul and give regu­
larity to labour: not such seclusion and rigour as to narrow 
the sympathies or warp the mind. Bede seldom left his 
beloved monastery. But his interests were as wide as the 



'l'he Venerable Becle. 281 

universe. To know all that could be known ; to teach all who 
cared for teaching; to pray for all who needed prayers-these 
were the three great occupations of his uneventful life. Bede 
was a monk and a priest. But he was keenly alive to the 
corruptions to which monasticism is liable, and to the worldli­
ness which had begun again to infect the English clergy. 
The evils over which Gildas had wailed in the British Church 
were beginning to show themselves in the English. If anyone 
needs to be convinced of the openness of Bede's mind and the 
general soundness of his judgment, let him read the famous 
letter to Bishop Egbert, afterwards Archbishop of York, and 
the concluding portion of the "Six Ages of the World." To 
make his ready belief in miracles an exception to this is to 
blame him for not being far in advance of his age. In his 
time a miracle was the most obvious explanation of unusual 
phenomena. It was the first hypothesis that presented itself 
to men's minds, and it was commonly retained as adequate. 
With us a miracle is the very last hypothesis that we should try 
as an explanation of exceptional facts. And even in narrating 
miracles Bede's scrupulous honesty comes out. He tells them as 
they were told to him. " This story was told me by some of those 
who had heard it related by the person himself to whom it 
happened."1 Another " was told me by the brother himself on 
whom it was wrought."2 St. John of Beverley, who ordained 
Bede, was "a holy man, of whom those who knew him well 
are wont to tell many miracles; and more particularly the 
reverend Berthun, a man of undoubted veracity."3 And so on. 
The "Life of St. Cuthbert," which is specially full of such 
things, was submitted in its first form to some monks who had 
long been intimate with Cuthbert. And when their emenda­
tions had been embodied in it, it was sent " in proof," as we 
should say, to be criticized by the authorities at Lindisfarne, 
where Cuthbert had lived; and they found in it nothing to 
correct. Then, and not till then, was it finally transcribed. 
The difference between such careful reproduction of evidence 
and the careless repetition (or· invention) of idle tales is 
immense. We may have our own opinion of the evidence, but 
Bede's method of collecting and stating it seems scarcely 
worthy of blame. His reason for continuing to work hard, 
even on his death-bed, is proof, if any be needed, that in all 
his writings his aim is the truth. "I don't want my lads to 
read what isn't true," he said, " and herein labour to no 
purpose when I am gone." 

Nor will any unprejudiced person do otherwise than 
commend Bede for having followed Cuthbert and other 

1 " Hist. Eccles.," IV. xxii. 1 Ibid., IV. xxxii. 3 Ibid., V. ii. 
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excellent Eng·lishmen in pronouncing in favour of the Romnn 
rather than the Scottish method of fixing the time of Easter. 
It is e,ident from the frequency with which this subject recurs 
in Bede's writing·s that it was the burning question of his day. 
And it is argued with much probability that in no matter of 
greater importance can there have been any discord between 
English or British Christians and the rest of the Western 
Church ; otherwise Bede would have noticed it. In the 
Paschal controversy the usage of Rome was the usage of 
Christendom both in the East and in the West. The Scottish 
practice was the survival of an anomaly, schismatical in its 
tendency. It was not the old ~_uarto-deciman usage of keeping 
the crucifixion on the 14th N 1san, independently of the day 
of the week; a custom which was not likely to spread from 
Asia Minor to Britain. It was rather the result of a defective 
method of calculating the Sunday. This is quite clear from 
Bede's statements.1 It sometimes happened that, while those 
-who followed the Scottish usage were keeping Easter, the rest 
of Christendom were keeping Palm Sunday.2 Even some of 
the Scots recognised the faultiness of their own system ; and 
it would have been calamitous indeed if Bede had given the 
weicrht of his authority to the perpetuation of a confusion 
pardonable in its origin, but inexcusable then. The isolation 
of the British and Scottish Churches had inevitably produced 
some anomalies : but it was time for these to cease when inter­
course with the rest of Christendom showed that they were 
anomalies. 

The tonsure, though in our eyes a question of much smaller 
importance, was rightly decided by Bede on similar principles. 
Separation from the rest of Christendom, and from Rome, the 
chief representative of Christendom in the West, was a thing 
to be avoided, not merely in doctrine, but in customs. Local 
prejudices should give way to the interests of unity. 

In judging of these questions we must beware of confound­
ing the Rome of Bede's day with the Rome of a later age. In 
his time she was still the enlightener of the nations, from whom 
not only the truths of the Gospel, but letters and organization, 
arts and manufactures, were diffused throughout the West. 
As Englishmen, we ought to rejoice at the fact that Roman, 
rather than British or Scottish, Christianity in the end pre­
vailed throughout England, and be grateful to Bede for helping 
to make the work of Augustine swallow up the work of Columba 
and Aidan. The Christianity of the Celts meant the Christian­
ity of barbarism, or at best the Christianity of an insular and 
stunted civilization. The Christianity of Rome meant the 

1 See especially "Hist. Eccles.," III. iv. 2 Ibid., III. XXV. 
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Christianity of culture, and of the highest form of culture then 
known. Bede acted in accordance with the best interests of 
his Church and country in preferring in that age to draw closer 
to the Churches of the Continent, over which Rome was 
gaining more and more influence and authority, rather than to 
the dwindling Celtic Churches, whose power of expansion and 
development seemed to be almost spent. In the conversion 
of the English nation the British Church perhaps could not 
have done much, and had done nothing; while the work of the 
Scottish had been absorbed, under the strong hand of Arch­
bishop Theodore, in the larger work of Rome. 

If we are determined to find that monasticism had some 
sinister effect on Bede, we had perhaps better study his 
"Martyrology." "In this Calendar of Martyrs, in which, how­
ever, even Beda could not yet fill every day, the tortures are 
related at great length for a calendar: and we have often real 
cause for amazement how so learned, and indeed so enlightened 
a man as Beda, not merely credulously accepted the most 
absurd and loathsome exaggerations, but also repeated them 
with a certain relish. Read, for example, the sufl:erings of St. 
Pachomius (14 May)."1 The delight excited by Christian 
triumphs over suffering may easily become morbid when the 
details of the suffering are dwelt upon. But even this is far 
removed from tbe unwholesome descriptions of victories over 
sensual temptations, which some monkish biographers allow 
themselves to draw. No taint of this kind appears in Bede. 

But we have not yet exhausted Bede's advantages. It has 
been mentioned that during his day, since the death of King 
Egfrid in the ill-advised and unprovoked attack upon the 
Picts in A.D. 685, Northumbria had had peace in all its borders. 2 

And what was true of Northumbria was true of England as a 
whole. The struggle between the British aod the English was 
over. Seven-and-twenty years before Bede was born the last 
great blow was struck, when King Oswald defeated Cedwalla 
at Heavenfield in 635.3 Fighting did not forthwith cease 
between the victorious invaders in the East and their baffled 
opponents in the West. But thenceforward no British prince 
attempted serious warfare against the English. The armed 
struggle between Christianity and Paganism within the English 
nation itself lasted twenty years longer. King Oswald was 
defeated by his heathen English rival Penda at Maserfield in 
642. But this struggle also came to an end in 655, when 
Penda of Mercia was defeated at Winwidfield by the Bretwalda 

1 Ebert, quoted by Mayor and Lumby. p. rn. See also the martyr­
doms commemorated Feb. 16, March lG, May 3, July 23, Sept. 20. 

2 "Hist. Eccles.," IV. xxvi. ; "Life of ~t. Cuthbert," xxiv., xxvii. 
3 "Hist. Eccles.," III. iii. 
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Oswy of ~orthumberland. Thus, when Bede was born in 672, 
both the contest of races and the contest of religions, so far as 
regards an appeal to the sword, was over. 

And this peace and order among the secular princes of 
Britain was quickly followed by peace and order in that power 
which was destined to give unity and solidarity to the whole 
-the English Church. Christianity had been spread among 
the different sections of the English nation from various 
centres. Roughly speaking, we may say that the original mission 
sent by Gregory under Augustine converted Kent and Essex. 
Augustine's companion, Paulinus, went north and converted 
part of Northumbria, whose powerful King Edwin he baptized 
on Easter Eve, 627. At the same time the Burgundian Felix 
preached to the East Angles. In 635 an independent mission, 
sent from Rome by Pope Honorius I., converted the West 
Saxons. Its leader was the Benedictine Birinus. The great 
central kingdom of the l\Iercians was converted by Christian 
teachers of Scottish origin. And then the last strongholds of 
heathendom, Sussex, isolated by its belt of forests, and Wight, 
isolated by its belt of sea, were won over by the preaching of 
the N orthumbrian apostle, Wilfrid of Yark. The result was a 
number of loosely connected Christian communities, without 
any systematic union or government. It was the work of the 
strong-headed and strong-handed Theodore of Tarsus to bring 
order out of this confusion, and consolidate the various elements 
into one national Church.1 

He was the first among the Archbishops of Canterbury to 
whom every Christian community among the English was 
willing to yield obedience. He was welcomed from the first 
by kings and people alike, and the event showed that they 
had placed confidence in a man who deserved it. He was 
already an elderly man when he came to England in 669, and 
had no time to lose in tentative measures. He had a strong 
will, and made it felt. And when his long Primacy of one-and­
twenty years was closed by death, it was found that his work 
had been thoroughly, if somewhat imperiously, done. For the 
first time in history there was an English Church. Long 
before there was an organized Kingdom of England there 
was an organized National Church, the Primates of which 
occupied a position, even in secular matters, such as no Bret­
walda ever enjoyed. They were at the head of a system, all the 
officers of which were bound to obey their chiefs. Bishops 
from different kingdoms met together in synod under their 
presidency, and what was there decreed was obeyed by 

1 "lsque primus erat in archiepiscopis, cui omnis Anglorum ecclesia 
manus dare consentiret."-" Hist. Eccles.," IV. ii. 
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Christians in all kingdoms alike. Elsewhere Englishmen 
mi&~t be rivals or enemies: they were West Saxons, )lercians, 
or .Northumbrians. In the Church they were fellow-subjects 
under one and the same rule. In all the confusion caused by 
the rivalry of the kingdoms and the inroads of the Danes the 
Church was the one working unity; and when the time for 
national union under one sovereign came, it was the Church 
which supplied a model and a basis for it. It was in Bede's 
youth that the foundations of this ecclesiastical union were 
laid, and he lived to enjoy the fruits of it. The careful investi­
gations which he instituted in variow, parts of the island, in 
order to collect material for his history, were not only rendered 
much more easy in consequence of the peace and order which 
reigned both in Church and State, but were in some respects 
actually carried out by means of the machinery provided by 
the ecclesiastical organization. 

Such, then, were some of the chief advantages with which 
Bede was blessed. He had a command of books almost un­
rivalled, at any rate in Britain. He had excellent instructors 
of various schools. He was from a child trained to monastic 
life of a very high type, training to which, in his case, we can 
trace little or no counterbalancing evil. And the whole of his 
working life was cast in a period of sino-ular tranquillity, in 
which intercourse and inquiry were facilitated, and the dis­
tractions of warfare found no place. 

It remains to give a brief account of the use which Bede 
made of his advantages. And this falls naturally into two 
parts: (I) His work as a teacher by word of mouth; (2) His 
work as a writer. 

1. Of his work as a teacher of other students at J arrow all 
that we know has to be gathered from a few significant sen­
tences in his own works, in the priceless account of the last 
days of his life written by one of his pupils, and in the 
anonymous biography, which is probably of a considerably 
later date, and mainly consists of gleanings from Bede's own 
writings. 

"Amidst the observance of regular discipline, and the daily 
care of singing in the church, to learn, to teach, or to write 
was always a delight to me." And thus on his death-bed 
almost his last thought is of his scholars. In his last sickness 
he insisted on continuing to teach and dictate. " I don't want 
my lads to learn what is not true," he said, " and s1;end their 
labour for nothing when I am gone;" and as his asthma 
became more painful, he would sometimes urge his hearers 
on with the warning, "Learn quickly, for I know not how 
long I may abide, nor how soon He who created me may take 
me away." And, as is well known, he died almost immediately 
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after completing by dictation a translation of the Gospel of 
St. John. It is unhappily lost; but it is among the very 
earliest pieces of English prose of which we have any certain 
knowledge. 

This was one of the main causes of Bede's success as a 
teacher-his enthusiastic love for his work, and hisjower of 
kindling the like enthusiasm in others. His metho was ex­
actly that embodied in the teacher's three R's-" Read, Reflect, 
Reproduce." All that was best worth knowing in every de­
partment of learning in those days he had taken pains to 
master. He had sifted it and tested it to the best of his 
ability, and then had given what he believed to be true to his 
pupils. He had no wish to burden them with a learning 
which might after all turn out to be baseless. A spirit of 
reverent, conscientious criticism guided his teaching. Of his 
teachers," says his anonymous biographer, "he emulated the 
better gifts of each ; insomuch that, whatever spiritual wisdom 
each of them had acquired, he by hard study drank the whole 
from all of them, so that he was satiated with the plentiful­
ness of G0d's house. . . . And thus this eminently wise bee 
of the Church, thirsting for that sweetness which is pleasing 
to God, gathered flowers all over the field of God's house, from 
-which he made honey, as it were, by the alchemy of wisdom." 
And in another place this same writer compares him to a 
" clean animal" ruminating by learning, reading, or meditation, 
and reproducing by writing and teaching. His success was 
such, that the joint monastery of St. Peter and St. Paul had 
in his day hundreds1 of inmates, and in some cases his own 
teachers were among his pupils. 

2. Of his work as a writer we can judge for ourselves. 
Something has already been said of the unique value of his 
"History;" and his smaller historical works will always be 
of great interest and usefulness, especially the "Lives of the 
Abbots." Throughout them all his scrupulous care in collect­
ing and sifting his materials is conspicuous. Consider the 
difficulties of correspondence in those days, and then judge 
what it must have been to have got together the material for 
his history while he was studying, and teaching, and comment­
ing on a variety of theological and scientific su~jects at J arrow. 
He had correspondents who were working for him in Lindsey, 
in East Anglia, in Mercia, in Wessex, in Kent, and in Rome. 

But his historical writings are not the only ones which have 
permanent value, nor do they form the bulk of his works. 
As we might expect in one who, as he says, "wholly applied 
himself to the study of Scripture," the majority of his treatises 

1 Scxcenti is perhaps only a round number, 
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are on Biblical subjects; and though he speaks of them very 
modestly as brief compilations out of the works of the vener­
able Fathers, with additions of his own, yet the additions are 
substantial, and are still found worthy of being quoted in 
commentaries on those portions of Scripture which he has 
annotated.1 In the Old Testament he has commented on 
(1) Genesis, (2) the Tabernacle, (3) Samuel, (4) the Tem_ple, 
(5) Kings, (6) Prov.erbs, (7) Canticles, (8) Ezra and Nehemiah, 
(9) Song of Habakkuk, (10) Tobit; in the New Testament on 
(11) St. Mark, (12) St. Luke, (13) the Acts, (14) the Catholic 
Epistles, (15) Revelation. Besides which there are a variety 
of treatises bearing on both Old and New Testaments, which 
are of more or less doubtful authenticity, printed in some 
editions of his works. The " Retractiones" on the Acts is not 
mentioned in Bede's own catalogue of his writings, but it is 
admitted by all editors in the collective copies of his writins-s. 

To his historical and Biblical writings must be added a 
variety of treatises on arithmetic, astronomy, chronology, 
grammar, medicine, music, poetry, and rhetoric, together with 
a book of hymns, a book of epigrams, and the martyrology 
already described. The expression already quoted respecting 
his writings is fully justified. They form an encyclopedici of 
the knowledge of Western Christendom at that date. 

We have about a dozen letters of Bede. Far the most in­
teresting is that to Egbert, Archbishop of York, on the con­
dition of the Church in Northumbria. It was finished 
November 5, 734, just about six months before Bede's death, 
and when he was already too ill to travel to York to see 
Egbert. It would seem that Egbert had received the pall 
some weeks before, and was, therefore, an Archbishop. Yet 
Bede is evidently unaware of the fact, for he addresses him 
simply as Bishop: so slowly did news travel in those days. 
The picture which Bede draws of the state of the Northumbrian 
Church is not a very cheerful one. The corruption which 
almost inevitably attends a time of peace and prosperity had 
already begun: 

Of certain Bishops it is commonly stated that they serve Christ in 
such sort, that so far from having about them men of religion and con­
tinence, they prefer those who are given over to laughter, jesting, gossip­
ing, revellings, and drunkenness, with all the other incitements of a 
loose life ... We have heard, and it is a common report, that there are 
many villages and hamlets of our nation situated in inaccessible moun­
tains and thick glens, where for many years past a Bishop has never 
been seen ... and yet that not even one of them can be exempt from 

1 Canon Westcott in his "Commentary on the Epistles of St. John," 
cites Bede frequently. 
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paying him tribute ... There are numberless places, as we all know, 
enrolled under the name of monasteries, but yet having nothing of the 
monastic life. 

He goes on to enlarge on the loss to the country of these 
extensive properties, and on the scandalous lives of those who 
thus shirk work and military service on pretence of bein()' 
rnon~s; and as la~·~e sums_ were sometimes paid for charter~ 
the civil powers did not discourage these mock monasteries. 
He concludes thus : 

These brief remarks have I made against the poison of avarice. But 
if I wished to treat at equal length of drunkenness, revellings, luxury, 
and all the other plagues of this kind, the letter's limits would be ex­
tended into immensity. 

Bede's " Pamitentiale" is an interesting document. What 
is often printed as his is a mixture of the genuine work with 
others of a similar character, especially the "Penitential" of 
Egbert.1 

It was on Ascension Day, May 26, 735, that this beautiful 
life ended in an equally beautiful death. The description of 
Bede's last hours in Cuthbert's letter to Cuthwin is one of the 
most touching narratives in literature ; it is too well known to 
need repeating here. Placed on the pavement of his cell, with 
his head raised in his pupil's hands, that he might look towards 
the church in which he had so often prayed, he recited the 
Gloria and died_ He was buried in his dearly-loved monastery 
at J arrow; but in the eleventh century a monk of Durham 
stole his bones, and placed them in the new cathedral there, 
beside the bones of Cuthbert.~ At what period his relics were 
moved from ths shrine of Cuthbert to the Galilee is uncertain; 
either when the Galilee Chapel was first completed in the 
twelfth century, or more probably not untif late in the 
fourteenth. Whatever of his body has not been scattered 
over Europe to furnish reliquaries rests in the Galilee still. 
Considerable portions were found when the tomb was opened 
May 27th, 1831. They were all carefully replaced; and it is 
now the privilege of_ resi~ent members of the University. of 
Durham to begin their daily round of lectures and study with 

1 It is perhaps impossible now to determine exactly how much is 
rightly ascribed to Bede. The text printed in Haddan and Stubbs 
('· Councils and Ecclesiastical Documents," vol. iii., pp. 32G-334) is ob­
tained by Htriking out of the conflate" Pmnitentiale" all that can he re­
cognibed as coming from other sources. It is remarkable to find in it that 
accidental homicide is visited with penance for a year, and justifiable 
homicide ( in hello pul,lico) with penance for forty days. The "Penitential" 
of Theodore has exactly the same penalties. 

" The story of the theft is told by Simeon of Durham in his " History 
of the Church of Durham," chap. xiii. 
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common prayer beside the tomb of one of the earliest and 
saintliest of English scholars. 
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By "Russian Central Asia," as read in the title of Dr. 
Lansdell's work,1 is meant the Tsar's dominions lying 

between the Oxus and the Irtish and between Omsk and 
Samarkand. This territory measures from west to east 1,250 
miles, or the distance from London to Petersburg, and from 
north to south 1,100 miles, or the distance from Petersburg to 
the Crimea. It has a population of nearly four millions, which 
is at the rate of only five to the square mile. It is divided into 
two general governments or vice-royalties, the western portion 
being Turkistan and the eastern the Steppe. 

In his third chapter Dr. Lansdell relates his journey from the 
Urals to Omsk; and in the fourth.chapter we have a descrip­
tion of the vice-royalty of the Steppe. The Steppe is divided 
into the governments or provinces of Akmolinsk, Semipolatinsk, 
and Semirechia. Akmolinsk, it seems, is as large as France. 
On arriving at Omsk, says our author, "I noticed from the 
deck of the steamer2 an officer on the landing-stage whose face 
seemed to be familiar to me. He turned out to be the police­
master, who, three years before, had shown me the prisons of 
Tomsk. He recognised me, and kindly sent men to look after 
the baggage, by whose help ere long we were safely housed at 
the Hotel Moskva." In the evenmg, the travellers3 took a 
droshky to make some calls, having introductions to some 
members of the Omsk branch of the Imperial Geographical 
Society. One of these gentlemen, Mr. Balkashin, who had 
met Mr. Mackenzie Wallace and Mr. Ralston at Y aroslaf, 
earnestly advised Dr. Lansdell not to try to spread the Scrip­
tures among the Kirghese. In friendly warmth he said, 

1 The author's previous work, "Through Siberia," was warmly recom­
mended in THE CHURCHMAN of February, 1882. 

2 In 1879 our author followed the post-road from Tiumen to Tobolsk. 
But in the present journey he made his way up the Irtish to Omsk, a 
voyage that occupied five days. 

Mr. Sevier, M.B., a physician who had just finished his studies at 
Edinburgh, Paris, and Vienna, accompanied Dr. Lansdell as interpreter. 
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