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Abstract 

In the wider field of narrative nonfiction and the narrower genre of biography, 

there is a trend in recent years to write of the “life” and cultural import of inanimate 

objects, from spoons to sugar. This has extended to works of literature, and it is in this 

tradition that I am writing a biography of Ancrene Wisse (A Guide for Anchoresses), a 

book with 800 years of influence over a variety of audiences. A precise date for the 

creation of this text is difficult to pin down, but the scholarly consensus has landed on 

1220–1230. It was written mainly for an audience of anchoresses, women who lived a 

reclusive religious life inside a cell attached to a church. Its influence in England quickly 

grew, and as it did, the practice of anchoritism grew as well. I argue, in this biography of 

the text, that the popularity of the Ancrene Wisse and the anchoresses who were its initial 

(but not ever exclusive) audience grew in tandem until the Protestant Reformation in the 

sixteenth century. While the practice of anchoritism all but died out, Ancrene Wisse has 

continued to have an active afterlife among scholars in several disciplines. 
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Introduction 

 

I þe Feaderes ant i þe Sunes ant i þe Hali Gastes nome, her biginneð 

Ancrene Wisse.1 

—Cambridge, Corpus Christi College, MS 402 

 

A biography of a person is an attempt to capture a notable life in full. It may begin 

with the birth of the subject, as Antonia Fraser’s account of Marie Antoinette does. Or it 

may begin with the subject’s parents or grandparents, as Richard Sewall’s massive two-

volume life of Emily Dickenson does. The biographical form then proceeds 

chronologically through childhood, early adulthood, middle age, old age, and death, 

depending on which of these life stages the subject achieved. People who are noteworthy 

enough to justify bibliographic treatment often have had an impact on their field or the 

culture at large, and the biography will often include information on the subject’s 

posthumous influence. Amy Reading capped her biography of New Yorker editor 

Katharine White with this wider contextual placement.  

In the field of narrative nonfiction and the specific genre of biography, there is a 

trend in recent years to write of the “life” and cultural import of inanimate objects, from 

spoons to sugar. This has extended to works of literature, and it is in this vein that I am 

writing a biography of Ancrene Wisse, a book with 800 years of influence over a variety 

of audiences. A precise date for the creation of this text is difficult to pin down, but the 

 
1 In the name of the Father, the Son, and the Holy Ghost, here begins Ancrene Wisse. 
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scholarly consensus has landed on 1220–1230. It was written mainly for an audience of 

anchoresses, women who lived a reclusive religious life inside a cell attached to a church. 

Its influence in England quickly grew, and as it did, the practice of anchoritism grew as 

well. I argue, in this biography of the text, that the popularity of the Ancrene Wisse and 

the anchoresses who were its initial (but not ever exclusive) audience grew in tandem 

until the Protestant Reformation in the sixteenth century. While the practice of 

anchoritism all but died out, Ancrene Wisse has continued to have an active afterlife 

among scholars in several disciplines. (From this point forward, I will often use the 

common abbreviation AW for Ancrene Wisse.) 

Recent biographies of literary works have taken the first steps along the path this 

biography will follow. A pair of biographies of poems offer insights into the form. 

September 1, 1939, is a biography of the poem of he same name as well as the poet W. H. 

Auden, with an interpolated memoir by the book’s author, Ian Sansom. The Waste Land: 

Biography of a Poem by Matthew Hollis is a forensic, nearly day-by-day examination of 

this poem’s composition by T. S. Eliot. While these works offer examples of the 

literature—as opposed to literary—biography, they have the notable advantage of 

describing the poems of well-known men during a century when the publishing and 

media industries, record maintenance, and accessible archives were growing 

exponentially. The author of Ancrene Wisse remains stubbornly anonymous, despite 

scholars’ best efforts, and there are only seventeen extant manuscripts today.  

A closer analog would be Gilgamesh: The Life of a Poem by Michael Schmidt. 

This poem, considered the oldest epic or narrative in existence, also has an anonymous 

author. While Ancrene Wisse was copied, revised, and remixed during its active lifetime, 
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leading to the multiple versions we have today, it is neatly collected in manuscripts, 

sometimes in its entirety, sometimes as excerpts. Gilgamesh comes to us in literal bits 

and pieces, on about a dozen clay tablets from as early as 2000 BCE and as late as 700 

BCE. This temporal distance deepens the anonymity of the author, making the 800 years 

between our time and the composition of AW seem like a quick hop across centuries 

rather than the leap over millennia required to reach the author of Gilgamesh. Schmidt 

wisely focuses on the translation and scholarship surrounding the text, given its ancient 

roots. However, the interaction of the narrative of Gilgamesh and its interactions with its 

audience are necessarily curtailed, given our knowledge of ancient Uruk where 

Gilgamesh was king. This interplay between text, reader, and wider culture is key to 

biography.  

For humans as well as literary works, the biographical form illuminates both the 

influences that shaped the subject and in turn the subject’s influence on its culture. 

Though the author of AW remains unnamed, he is not entirely unknown. He is careful to 

keep biographical traces from his text, but his writing is distinctive and original, 

exhibiting what modern students of literary craft would call his style and voice. Likewise, 

the text’s audience has left no biographical trace, but the instructions within AW paint a 

rich portrait of reclusive and more worldly religious life in the thirteenth and fourteenth 

centuries. Again, the biographical form shows how AW influenced its culture and how the 

culture shaped revisions of AW across two hundred years without the text losing its core 

religious and spiritual teachings or even the singular style of the author. It maintains this 

core even as scholars mine it for its innovative literary devices, such as the first 
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representation of the seven deadly sins as animals (Gunn, Pastoral Literature 123), and 

for its treasure trove of early Middle English language. 

Having fewer than two dozen examples of the text today seems paltry, but the 

existence of multiple copies 800 years after the book’s creation attests to the fact that 

Ancrene Wisse was one of the more popular books of its time. It quickly became “the 

runaway bestseller of vernacular devotional guides” in its day (Hall, “At Work in the 

Anchorhold” 1), as well as being the first substantial text written in Middle English to 

reach a national readership in England (Watson, “Religious Reform” 198). After a 

relatively quiet period during the seventeenth and eighteenth centuries, the text became 

the subject of scholarly scrutiny in the mid-nineteenth century, when it was published for 

the first time. While it has not reached the stratospheric heights of popularity that later 

Middle English works have achieved today, such as Chaucer’s Canterbury Tales or even 

the anonymously composed Gawain and the Green Knight, studies of AW remain lively, 

especially as interest in the lives of women has expanded. It remains relevant due to the 

adaptability of its message across years of cultural change, yet it never lost its integrity, 

its intertwined fate with anchoritic practice, and its literary innovations, no matter how it 

was used by later scribes and audiences.  

Even though many copies and versions of AW were created over its two-hundred-

year active life span, it must be placed within its historical and cultural moment at each 

instance of a known copy’s creation. “Un texte n’est jamais que la manifestation 

scripturaire d’un acte de parole qui, comme acte, se situe parmi d’autres actes, plus ou 

moins institutionalisés,” wrote Paul Zumthor. “Aucun concept n’échappe ainsi à 

l’absolue nécessité d’une spécification historique” (“A text is only ever the written 
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manifestation of a speech act that, like an act, is situated among other more or less 

institutional acts. Therefore, no concept escapes the absolute necessity of historic 

specification”; 8)  

Given Ancrene Wisse’s long life and varied interactions with different audiences 

and historical moments, this text is ripe for biographical treatment. To best use this form 

to investigate the life of Ancrene Wisse, I will follow a traditional chronology of the 

stages of life. I begin with two well-known ancestors of Ancrene Wisse, works written for 

anchoresses by Goscelin of St. Bertin and Ælred of Rievaulx. Other cultural trends of the 

early Middle English period shaped AW, including Arthurian tales and major changes to 

monastic and confessional practices handed down from Rome. AW experienced its 

gestation and infancy in the first quarter of the thirteenth century, when the author wrote 

the book. Its exuberant and vigorous childhood coincides with the growth in the practice 

of anchoritism, along with the rise of lay religiosity in the centuries before the Protestant 

Reformation. During the book’s mature adulthood, the contents of AW become mouvant, 

to use Zumthor’s term and Gunn’s conception of the text, as the culture and audience 

shift and the book’s career adapts to fit new needs while maintaining its core message, its 

inner rule. In its old age AW achieves a remarkable degree of fame before its life as an 

instructional text ends with the sixteenth-century Reformation. But it continues to live on 

in a scholarly afterlife, beginning with its first publication in the nineteenth century and 

continuing to today.  

This intertwining of text and audience means the reader is always bringing 

something of themselves to AW, whether that is a thirteenth-century anchoress, a 

fifteenth-century Lollard, or a twenty-first century biographer. The reader cannot read the 
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text in some kind of pure way, just as the author could not help but include traces of 

himself in the text, despite remaining rigorously anonymous. However, attempting to 

understand something of the interplay of influence between text, reader, and culture 

provides context for a book written at a time and for an audience so far removed from our 

modern experience that they might seem alien. “In doing so, we challenge, and maybe 

even transgress, the boundaries  between medieval and modern (us and them, that is), 

history and literature, feminine and masculine, lay and professional” (Gunn, “Modern 

Lay Person’s Guide” 7). 

All quotes from the text of Ancrene Wisse in this biography come from Bella 

Millett’s Ancrene Wisse: A Corrected Edition of the Text in Cambridge, Corpus Christi 

College, MS 402 with Variants from Other Manuscripts, published in 2005, unless 

otherwise noted. All translations from Middle English and modern French to modern 

English are my own.  
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Chapter I  

Ancestry 

Ancrene Wisse was far from the first guide for anchoresses. There were many 

such guides, but rather than surveying the field, I have chosen two well-known and 

much-studied guides to serve as parents, or possibly godparents, of AW: Goscelin of St. 

Bertin’s Liber Confortatorius and Ælred of Rievaulx’s De Institutione Inclusarum.  

Near the year 1080, Goscelin composed the first known guide for an anchoress, 

his Liber Confortatorius, for a woman known as Eve of Wilton. It was an early guide for 

an early anchoress: Eve was among the original cohort who took up the anchoritic life. 

Anne Warren has studied records of anchoritic sites and found that in the twelfth century, 

there were fewer than one hundred known practicing anchorites, male or female, in 

England (292–3). That number would more than double in the next century, but it would 

almost certainly have been lower in the late eleventh century when Goscelin was writing 

for Eve in her cell. 

Later guides—including Ancrene Wisse—were written at the request of at least 

one anchoress or a member of an anchoress’s family, but Eve does not seem to have 

asked for Goscelin’s guidance. Nor is there any evidence that she ever received the 

manuscript, nor that he even sent it to her; there is only one extant manuscript, with 

provenance from an abbey in Normandy far from Eve’s monastery (Hughes-Edwards 32).  

If she did receive Goscelin’s guidance, Eve would have been able to read it, 

because Wilton was one of a handful of nunneries where women were educated in 
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reading and possibly even writing in Latin at this early date (Hall 190). Today we 

consider a person who can read and write in any language to be literate, but in the Middle 

Ages being literati exclusively meant being able to read and possibly write in Latin. 

While evidence of literati women is scarce for this date, both St. Margaret of Scotland 

and her daughter Matilda, who would become the wife of Henry I, were praised for their 

study of the Bible in the late eleventh century, and Matilda in particular was educated at 

Wilton (Hall 190). Prior to the sixteenth century, the Bible could only be written in Latin, 

so these two women, as well as the Wilton-educated Eve, were clearly literati.  

Mari Hughes-Edwards concludes that Goscelin and Eve seemed to have a special 

friendship and were possibly even “sweethearts” (31). He professed to feel a sense of 

betrayal at her becoming an anchoress, which required living an unusually ascetic life 

tucked away from the world. Whether or not there was a romantic aspect to their 

relationship, it is true that very few people, male or female, were devoting themselves to 

anchoritism at the time. Like Eve, they were often nuns or monks who wanted a more 

ascetic, reclusive spiritual practice. There were few or, as far as we know, no texts for 

either Eve or Goscelin to turn to for guidance for this particular and fairly new 

profession. With a nearly blank literary slate before him, Goscelin chose to write in a 

very personal, familiar style to his friend Eve. 

Modern authors are often advised to write for a particular audience, and Goscelin 

narrows his focus to one woman. He writes for an imagined Eve who is a solitary figure, 

the perfect audience, one who reads only his words and follows only his advice. Goscelin 

makes himself the center of the text and of her imagined religious life and “tells Eve that 

when she reads this text they will be together. As she is alone, she can conjure him up in 
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her presence” (Maude 62). 

This very intimate tone in Liber Confortatorius was not imitated by later authors, 

but Goscelin did establish some regularities that would go on to be found in other works, 

including Ancrene Wisse. Liber Confortatorius was written as a long letter, as Ælred’s 

work would be a century later. Like both De Institutione Inclusarum and Ancrene Wisse, 

Liber Confortatorius was divided into parts, in this case a prologue and four books. Also 

like many guides that would follow, it was intended to give readers a sense of what 

“should be the purpose, and could be the potential of this important spiritual vocation” 

(Hughes-Edwards 33). It addresses the basics of anchoritism—“the ideals of enclosure, 

solitude, chastity and orthodoxy” (Hughes-Edwards 37)—as would all of the guides that 

it unknowingly sired. Like later writers Goselin is concerned with the way a reclusive life 

fosters a contemplative, religious devotion beyond what is available to those outside the 

cell, including other nuns.  

Even in this early text, anchoresses were advised to read in addition to performing 

regular prayers (Licence 159–60). Goscelin also expresses his wish that Eve’s cell would 

be large enough to admit and store a library, and if that was not possible, that someone 

could prop up a book outside her window for her to read (Hughes-Edwards 38). His 

advice to Eve that reading was second only to prayer as an appropriate activity inside the 

anchoritic cell would be echoed in future guides, and in the coming centuries, the growth 

in the number of anchoresses would drive demand for new texts as well as more copies of 

existing texts. If one’s days are filled to the brim with reading and prayers, there is no 

time left over for unwholesome activities—in theory. However, Goscelin is but the first 

of many authors of guides for anchoresses to warn against gossiping (Hughes-Edwards 
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38). There is plenty of textual evidence in AW and other guides that the prohibition 

against gossip was more honored in the breach than the observance. 

There are also differences between the instructions in Ancrene Wisse and Liber 

Confortatorius. Most importantly, Goscelin writes to Eve, “You must be your own priest 

before God” (Otter 94). No other guide for anchorites, male or female, gives its readers 

this much authority over their own spiritual selves (Hughes-Edwards 36). While the 

power of Rome in England will wane over the coming centuries, and the laity will begin 

to clamor for more autonomy in their devotional practices, the advice to be one’s own 

priest was very unusual. Neither Ælred nor the AW author advise it, nor is it added to any 

later copies of AW, no matter how the text is remixed and repurposed. It is particularly 

unusual to offer this advice to a woman; even 900 years later, Catholic women are not 

permitted to be their own or anyone else’s priest. 

Hughes-Edwards warns scholars to remember that not all writers were pure of 

heart regarding their anchoritic audiences:  

The guidance writer is not simply an altruistic figure, determined to 
support a vocation of which he approves. Goscelin reveals the potentially 
insidious forces that are also at work in shaping the English guidance 
writing tradition. … Readings of English anchoritism could usefully take 
into greater account the textual implications of the relationships between 
guidance writers and their recluses. (41)  

Delving into this relationship across centuries of readers and revisers inside and outside 

the anchorhold is, in part, the project of this biography.  

Ælred of Rievaulx, a Cistercian abbot, had an entirely different relationship with 

his audience: his sister, whose name he does not provide. Like Eve, she was a nun who 

chose to become an anchoress, and Ælred addressed his De Institutione Inclusarum to her 

in Latin circa 1160 (Ayto and Barrett xii). Ælred, according to scholars like Emily Hope 
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Allen, was “a central figure in the life of his time” (529), an assessment based in part on 

the many books he wrote. His work was known to religious women outside his family as 

well: in the early twelfth century, a nun at the Barking abbey translated his Vita Sancti 

Eduardi, regis et confessoris into Anglo-Norman, a language more women of the era 

could read (Hall 202).  

As an abbot himself, Ælred wrote exclusively and not surprisingly in Latin, rather 

than in a vernacular French or English that greater numbers of educated lay women 

would have been able to read. Why, then, choose to write in Latin, especially when AW 

would be written only a few decades later in the vernacular for women of a similar status 

(Barratt, “Small Latin” 51, 53)? His abbey-educated sister was literati, and like Goscelin 

before him and the AW author after him, he advises her to read. Latin would have been 

the language of education and religion, subjects with very little daylight between them at 

the time. The original audience for AW was not literati nor educated at an abbey, as 

evidenced by the author’s translations of all but the most common prayers and Bible 

verses into English. It is possible that the first audience of three sisters was in a rural area 

and that they “might well, in a more structured religious community or in a different part 

of the country, have had a greater opportunity to learn Latin” (Barratt, “Small Latin” 65). 

Ælred’s De Institutione Inclusarum was written as a letter and divided into 

sections, many more sections than either Goscelin or the Ancrene Wisse author used. He 

also separated the outer rule, governing one’s conduct in the world, from the inner rule, 

governing one’s spiritual practice, as would the AW author about sixty years later. Like 

AW, Ælred’s outer rule includes instructions regarding practical, day-to-day concerns, 

such as the anchoress’s conduct, diet, and clothing. His inner rule has two main sections, 
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one on morality and virtue, and one on prayer and meditation. While a useful guide for 

recluses, De Institutione Inclusarum did not become a smash hit like AW. Notably, it 

lacks the literary innovations of AW, such as vivid imagery, animal metaphors, and 

chivalric allusions. In its favor, Ælred presents himself in his letter to his sister as a cooler 

character than Goscelin in his letter to Eve. Ælred makes clear that he admired his sister’s 

piety and her choice to intensify her devotional practice by becoming an anchoress. 

De Institutione Inclusarum was written for a specific audience but was intended 

from the start to appeal to a wider readership, with each of its parts having “the dual 

address both to Ælred’s sister and to other virginal women who might follow her 

example” (Maude 71). The AW author would follow Ælred’s lead in using this tactic, and 

would even push it further to include men and women both, particularly when discussing 

confession practices. In the early twelfth century, many anchoresses, including Ælred’s 

sister, were professed nuns who wished to take up anchoritism as a way of furthering 

their religious devotion beyond what the abbey offered. Though Ælred himself was a 

Cistercian monk, the women in his readership came from a variety of specific rules, and 

so he wrote in a way that could encompass all of their practices. Over the years, as more 

copies were made and the anchoritic practice grew, “manuscripts of De Institutione 

Inclusarum belonged to Augustinian, Canons, Carthusians, Benedictines, Franciscans and 

Merton College, as well as Cistercians” (Ayto and Barratt xvii). In contrast, by the time 

AW was written in the next century, most anchoresses were lay women who did not come 

from a monastic tradition. This lack of a particular rule would come to have great 

importance for the AW author. 

There is ample textual evidence that the author of AW knew De Institutione 
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Inclusarum well and possibly had a copy available to him; he even paraphrases it by 

name in Part 6, which concerns penitence: 

Ne grapi hire nan to softeliche, hire seoluen to bichearren. Ne schal ha for 
hire lif witen hire al cleane, ne halden riht hire chastete, wiþuten twa 
þinges, as Seint Ailred þe abbat wrat to his suster. Þet an is pinsunge i 
flesch wið feasten, wið wecchen, wið disceplines, wið heart werunge, 
heard leohe, wið uuel, wið muchele swinkes. Þe oþer is heorte þeawes: 
deuotion, reowfulnesse, riht luue, eadmodnesse, ant uertuz oþre swucche. 
(ll. 283–9)  

She should not grasp none too softly, her soul to lead astray. Nor shall she 
for her life know herself entirely pure, nor maintain her chastity, without 
two things, as Saint Ælred the abbot wrote to his sister. The first is 
mortification of the flesh with fasting, with awakening, with discipline, 
with rough clothing, harsh light, with evil, with much toil. The second is a 
disciplined heart: devotion, repentance, true love, humility, and other such 
virtues.  

It is clear that the AW author had absorbed the meaning and intent of Ælred’s 

letter and was not merely copying text without consideration. The material quoted above 

is not a quote from a particular passage from De Institutione Inclusarum but instead 

seems to reference what the author recalls reading of the abbot’s work (Allen 529, 

footnote). If the author was thoroughly familiar with Ælred’s letter, then the differences 

between the two texts signal that the AW author made deliberate choices to either agree 

with or dispute Ælred’s guide. Ælred, for example, does not forbid his sister from 

teaching others; he even “recognises and appears to approve of his sister’s role as 

counsellor to young women who seek the religious life” (Maude 75). Unlike Goscelin’s 

concept of Eve as an idealized solitary and captive audience, Ælred accepts that his sister 

is part of a community of recluses. He also admires her wisdom, which she should share. 

The AW author, however, would mostly curb the anchoresses’ tendency to teach, 

allowing it only “þah bi hire meistres read” (“on her spiritual instructor’s advice”; Part 8, 

l. 200). 
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Liber Confortatorius and De Institutione Inclusarum are the parents who shaped 

the creation of Ancrene Wisse, along with an extended family of lesser-known guides for 

anchoresses. The two texts I have chosen to represent the anchoritic literature of previous 

centuries gave their child examples to emulate or rebel against. The AW author picks and 

chooses, especially when it comes to Ælred’s work. As any child would in relation to a 

parent, he “omit[s] passages from the Latin uncongenial to his own outlook and 

develop[s] those aspects which appeal to him” (Ayto and Barratt xxxix). 

The child was also destined to outshine its parents. Scholars are not sure if even 

Eve, Goscelin’s intended audience, read Liber Confortatorius, and only one manuscript is 

extant today. There are six complete extant manuscripts of De Institutione Inclusarum 

plus additional fragments, but it was less widely circulated than Ancrene Wisse and its 

seventeen extant manuscripts. Given the increase in the number of practicing 

anchoresses, it is often assumed by scholars that De Institutione Inclusarum would have 

been read and followed by many of them; however, “there is in fact little evidence for 

that” (Barratt, “Anchoritic Aspects” 31).  

Ælred’s letter to his sister was not translated from Latin to Middle English, a 

language more women could read, until the very late fourteenth century, after AW had 

been copied dozens of times and spread throughout England. As a matter of fact, the 

English translation appears in a late fourteenth-century illuminated volume—the Vernon 

manuscript, which also includes AW and thus will be discussed in detail in Chapter 5—so 

it is possible that the wide reach of AW and simultaneous spread of anchoritism across the 

land led to a resurgence of interest in the earlier anchoritic guide.  

If Ælred and Goscelin (and similar anchoritic guides of the time) provided the 
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nature of Ancrene Wisse, the surrounding culture of England in the Middle Ages provided 

the nurture that shapes the text. In Part 7 of the book, the AW author uses the figure of a 

romantic, knightly Christ. This is evidence of influence from secular literature, what 

might be thought of as medieval pop culture. Tales of Charlemagne, who had ruled five 

hundred years before, were popular near the turn of the thirteenth century, in a kind of 

early version of historical fiction that was “more cherished than the gospels” (Wogan-

Browne, “Time to Read” 73). Several works of Arthuriana were popular in the early 

thirteenth century, including Geoffrey of Monmouth’s Historia Regum Britanniae 

(History of British Kings), which remains well known today, and Lawman’s Brut. These 

two examples focused on the heroic military exploits of Arthur and his knights, and their 

militaristic flavor might seem an unusual ingredient to include in a text intended 

primarily for reclusive women. However, they gave readers—enclosed or no—a sense 

that they were able “to participate vicariously in the Crusades” (Bledsoe 38). A romantic 

literary flavor was also available to readers, most often written in French, a language 

more upper-class women could read. Marie de France, for instance, wrote her twelve 

widely read, both then and now, chivalric lais at the same time that Ælred composed his 

letter to his sister. Women—and men—also had the educated and incredibly powerful 

example of Eleanor of Aquitaine, queen consort of France and then England, mother of 

two English kings, and wealthy woman in her own right as ruler of nearly a third of 

France. Her reign over France and England (which included a stretch in English prison on 

the orders of her husband, Henry II, for support of a revolt against him by three of their 

sons) lasted from 1137 to 1204, during which time Ælred was composing his works and 

the AW author was about to begin writing his guide. Just as importantly for the life of 
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Ancrene Wisse, Eleanor was a literary patron, commissioning Arthurian works in French 

from Chrétien de Troyes and troubadour poetry from her native France.  

Women and men outside anchoritic cells “lived in a world of plot and story” 

(Gunn, Pastoral Literature 156), and they enjoyed reading about chivalric knights. Given 

the ocean of Arthurian and sword-and-sorcery fantasy titles that are still published every 

year, the AW author was wise to tap into this interest, and it helped ensure that his text 

lived a long life. In the Middle Ages, literary depictions of tournaments were displays of 

manliness and proved that one was “worthy of love” (Dobson, “Date and Composition” 

184). Christ’s sacrifice on the cross was easily translated to the literature of the day, 

where knights sacrificed themselves in these chivalric, courtly gestures and combats. The 

use of Christ figures in Arthurian and fantasy tales continues today, with the most famous 

example being the sacrifice and resurrection of the lion Aslan in C. S. Lewis’s The Lion, 

The Witch, and the Wardrobe from the mid-twentieth century. 

When they weren’t reading romances, readers wanted a taste of the reclusive life 

and the holiness conferred on its practitioners. Books of hours were growing in popularity 

around the time of Ancrene Wisse’s composition, and many anchoresses had a book of 

hours among their few possessions. These tiny volumes made prayer and contemplative 

meditation easier and more structured for the unprofessed anchoress and the unenclosed 

Christian alike, “creating a context in which some men and women felt compelled to 

follow a contemplative or eremetic life” (Edden 37). Access to books and a rigorous 

schedule of prayer and contemplation gave everyday people a glimpse of the anchorite’s 

daily practice.  

Literature was not the only influence nurturing the creation of Ancrene Wisse. 
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There were cultural changes coming from Rome and the local laity (which were not 

always in agreement), from a rising merchant class, and from the movement of 

information across the English Channel and throughout England. This cultural shift 

included “the development of radical religious groups such as the beguines, the pastoral 

mission of mendicant friars, and the spread of affective piety into the devotional practices 

of lay people” (Gunn, Pastoral Lit 9).  

Beguines were groups of lay religious women living communally in the Liège 

area of Europe, what is now northern France. They were not professed nuns, nor were 

they literati; it is likely that they were not literate even in the languages they spoke, 

French and Flemish. Like English anchoresses, they were women living devoted lives 

outside of Rome’s monastic rules. Word of their practice may have reached England 

through traders; however, “[t]here is no evidence that the beguine saints were known in 

England until the end of the Middle Ages” (Barratt, “Continental Women” 240), long 

after AW had been composed. The beguine movement as it was practiced on the 

Continent did not gain any foothold in England, and it is uncertain if any of its literature 

was read by English women. Yet “[s]imilarities in the daily lives and devotions of 

anchoresses and beguines are present [in AW], at least in part, because of similarities in 

the reasons why women chose ways of pursuing their religious vocations outside the 

traditional boundary of the convent” (Gunn, Pastoral Literature 36). 

News would have traveled along with goods, and the trade of those goods created 

the bourgeois classes that first arose in the large cities of western Europe. England did not 

have as many large cities as Italy, France, and Germany, but it did see increasing trade 

for its agricultural goods with those Continental cities. Traders needed to be able to read 
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and write, and not usually in Latin. “Increasing trade led to the exchange of ideas, and 

growing wealth meant people with functional literacy would have the time—and often 

inclination—to extend their reading to pleasure and personal education” (Gunn, Pastoral 

Lit 21). The literacy required for successfully running a business spilled into recreational 

and religious reading for many of these men, whose wives were likely able to read French 

and possibly English. Not only were these the vernacular languages of education, but 

they were the languages of managing a large household with English-speaking staff and 

attending to courtly affairs, where French would have been spoken and written. 

The new class of merchants—neither poverty-stricken nor of the peerage, yet not 

quite a modern middle class—included educated women, who made up the majority of 

the practicing anchoresses over the centuries. “Some recluses may have been of humble 

origin, and there are accounts of aristocratic women being enclosed, but many seem to 

have been from the burgess and gentry classes” (Wellesley 228). This is in part due to the 

fact that the church did not provide room and board for anchorites. They were expected to 

be supported by family or patrons. Economic factors alone, however, were “not sufficient 

to explain the rise of the women’s religious movement in the thirteenth century” (Gunn, 

Pastoral Literature 43). Becoming an anchorite required sincere devotion and 

commitment, as well as permission from a bishop; an anchoress would be walled into a 

cell with a rite of enclosure, usually alone but with access to a servant or two, for the rest 

of her life. Some anchoritic cells had access to a garden, and some had the anchoress’s 

own grave in the dirt floor. No matter the level of one’s wealth or education, becoming an 

anchoress was not a decision to be undertaken lightly.  

The cross fertilization of ideas between the Continent and England that came as a 
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result of extended trade did not make for a harmonic culture. As would be the case in 

later eras, a globalized market caused England to delineate more firmly who was “other”:  

Crucial to the shifts that took hold from approximately the late twelfth 
century onward is a new recognition and codification of  difference in 
medieval Europe; before this time, scholars agree, a general tolerance of 
variety in human life and  practices is discernible. In the durée I call the 
“long thirteenth century,” however, differences began to be identified (and 
were devised) in order to be taxonomized, ruled over, and ordered into 
hierarchies—in canon law, legislation,  and institutions—inserted into 
systems of power/knowledge for purposes of manipulation. (Heng 4)  

This is an era when “otherness” became more codified and acted upon, whether it was 

applied to womanhood or heretics. 

With the increase in their wealth through trade, the upper classes were able to 

negotiate for power in one of the most significant milestones of English history. The year 

1215, about a decade before AW was composed, was particularly eventful for both the 

English government and the Roman church. That spring King John set his seal to the 

Magna Carta in a meadow at Runnymede, which began a slow redistribution of the 

balance of power between king and landholders. Those who owned the land were 

working with the new merchant class to trade the goods and materials produced on those 

lands. This was also the era when the Mongolian Khans were making incursions into 

eastern Europe, and news as well as goods from the east would have traveled among the 

merchants and traders even as far west as England. The world would have seemed large 

and full of new ideas—which also meant new threats, both physical and philosophical.  

In the autumn of that same year, Pope Innocent III brought together the Fourth 

Council of the Lateran, which would make significant changes to the practice of 

Christianity. The council’s requirement of regular, and at minimum annual, confession 

affected every member of the Catholic Church, and requests for instruction in this 
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practice came from every corner. Innocent III had recently sanctioned the Franciscan 

order in 1209 and would sanction the Dominican order in 1216, though Lateran IV 

forbade the creation of new monastic orders. This decision would have a significant 

effect on anchoresses—and on AW. “[S]ince this prohibition coincided with an increasing 

tendency among the existing orders to disengage themselves from the economic and 

administrative responsibilities involved in the care of nuns (cura monialium), one of its 

effects was the development of new forms of extra-monastic female religious life” 

(Millett, Annotated Bibliography 27), including beguines and anchoresses. English 

women who might otherwise have been drawn to abbeys found themselves turning 

toward the anchoritic practice, which had been established more than a century before. 

As more women chose to be enclosed in the thirteenth century, they clamored for texts to 

help guide them in this new reclusive life. It is noteworthy that the formal recognition of 

the new Dominican and Franciscan orders would help later scholars forensically 

determine the date of AW’s creation.  

Lateran IV capped the number of monastic orders at four, including the two new 

orders. Innocent III was “sympathetic to the development of new forms of religious life,” 

(Millett, Genre 41), but he also understood that allowing people to take Christianity into 

their own hands could easily lead to heretical practices, which the church was trying to 

stifle. The question at hand was if religious accessibility for more—and more kinds of—

people would lead to further growth for the church and its teachings or if the teachings 

would be diluted and therefore lose meaning (Wogan-Browne, “Time to Read” 77).  

Remember too that monasteries were becoming more reluctant to support 

convents under the new strictures, for administrative and economic reasons. Rome, in its 
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anxiety about heresy among educated laypeople, was not pleased with the monks’ 

reluctance: “The Church was anxious to impose order and control on women, and the 

curia wanted existing, male, orders to take responsibility for women—a responsibility 

they desperately tried to avoid” (Gunn, Pastoral Literature 39). These circumstances led 

women toward anchoritism, which as we will see gave them a kind of culture currency 

and spiritual power not anticipated by Rome. 

Women were not the only demographic Rome wanted to control. Lateran IV went 

so far as to require that Jews and Muslims wear badges so Christians would not 

accidentally mingle with them. Three years later, in 1218, England took up the practice 

and required Jews in particular to wear emblems of identification (Heng 5). By the end of 

the century, the country would go so far as to expel all Jews, as would France under 

Philip II. In the thirteenth and fourteenth centuries, Christian heretics, women, Jews, and 

Muslims all found themselves othered in new ways. Yet they would find new spaces and 

new ways of belonging, even in England, even if women in particular had to live in a cell 

to be part of a religious community.  

The changes in trade and class, in women’s access to vernacular education, in 

religious practices, and in government structure created a desire for a text that could set 

forth rules to follow in an era of widespread change, when “[r]eligion was moving out of 

the cloister and into the marketplace” (Gunn, Pastoral Literature 29). But the book that 

emerged from the West Midlands and became popular across England and for the next 

two centuries was expansive rather than narrow, and a guide (wisse) rather than a 

monastic rule (riwle). It was written in the tradition of its parents while being an 

imaginative and original work on its own terms. And it would be influential for centuries. 
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Chapter II  

Birth 

During the second decade of the thirteenth century, three biological sisters who 

were all anchoresses in the West Midlands region of England requested that a monk they 

knew personally write a guide for them and, possibly, others like them. This was the 

spark that would lead to the creation of Ancrene Wisse. The author mentions the youth of 

these anchoresses several times, their noble birth is easy to surmise given the 

requirements of anchoritic upkeep, and it is possible that “their entrance into religion had 

occasioned a stir in the world” (Allen 476). Despite the popularity that this book would 

achieve and the several copies that have survived through the centuries, the identity of the 

author and of the sisters is still a mystery, and it may always remain so.  

Not knowing the identities of the author or the three sisters in the present day does 

not mean no one ever knew them. They were known to each other, to their priests, to their 

community, to their families and servants. The author of AW and the book’s first 

audience must have lived close to each other, since he would have had to visit them often. 

“[H]e was their director, and apparently their confessor; he knew their circumstances well 

and they were to tell him of everything that each heard about the other” (Dobson, Origins 

241). This is evidence that the three reclusive sisters were able to communicate with each 

other—and possibly share stories or even local gossip—via the author and likely their 

servants as well.   
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We can only imagine how the sisters made their request for a guide. Did they send 

written word to the author in his abbey? Did one or more of their servants or family 

members deliver a verbal message? Or did they each mention to him on one of his visits, 

possibly as their confessor, that they would like a guide? We may not know how they 

asked, but we know they did: “Nu easki ʒe hwet riwle ʒe ancren schulen halden” (“Now 

you ask what rule anchoresses should hold (to)”; Preface l. 32). And so the author set out 

to provide a guide for them.  

In considering his work to come, the author could not rely solely on his 

knowledge of previous guides to fulfill his audience’s request. Goscelin’s letter to Eve, if 

the author was aware of it, was too intimate and personal to have been immediately 

useful for his current task, though it does display early thematic and structural elements 

common to later anchoritic guides for women. Ælred, like Goscelin, provided a guide in 

Latin for a single specific anchoress, but his work was also too narrow to reach the 

women (and men) who were becoming anchoresses in the thirteenth centuries at their 

education and literacy levels. The author looks to Ælred in particular as a child looks to a 

parent, adopting and rejecting ideas as they helped or hindered his own style and 

argument. “[I]f adopted they may be expanded or condensed; they are often rearranged; 

and while some verbal hints are taken from the Latin, the vernacular often adds concrete 

touches or vivid anecdotes.” (Barratt, “Anchoritic Aspects” 41) Ælred “lacks the 

practical dimensions of A [the Corpus manuscript of Ancrene Wisse]” (Savage 51, italics 

hers), given that his sister, like many early anchoresses, was a professed nun who had the 

educational and religious requirements of her vocation met through training at a convent. 

Later recluses, like these three sisters, “were lay anchoresses; that is, they entered the 
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anchorhold, not as professed nuns seeking a more austere form of life, but from the 

world—for them, the anchorhold was an alternative to the convent” (Gunn, Pastoral 

Literature 46). The sisters may have made this choice simply because there were not 

many convents they could enter in the area where they lived. As with so many other 

women who took up the anchoritic life in this era, they made a devotional vocation out of 

what was available to them. 

There were more people, and in particular women, practicing anchoritism by the 

1220s, but as I have mentioned, under Lateran IV (and thanks to the reluctance of monks 

to expand their existing responsibility for nuns), anchoresses could not form a new and 

proper rule; they were to remain lay religious even as they practiced a stringent form of 

Christian devotion. Some scholars posit that this uncertain status “troubled” the 

anchoresses (Millett, “Genre” 42), giving them a sense of “institutional tenuousness” 

(Watson “Empowerment” 56). But not all scholars read this liminality as a source of 

anxiety, given that women already held a marginal position in society, especially in 

relation to men, whether they were nuns or not. Anchoresses and their Continental 

beguine counterparts “were particularly marginal and vulnerable, although some derived 

strength and independence from this very marginality” (Gunn Pastoral Literature 40).  

The author was not a recluse himself; he lived in a monastic community, one 

where literacy and bookmaking were prized, and where he would have had access to and 

knowledge of religious works and secular literature. “The traditions of pre-Conquest 

copying and reading were held most dear for longest” in the region where AW was 

composed. This area of England near the border with Wales maintained “the entire 

sustenance and development of native vernacular literacy in an age when the production 
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of new works was, it seems, only rarely envisaged” (Dance, 64–5, italics his). The 

apparent availability of texts at this monastery, as well its scriptorium’s ability to make 

quick and accurate copies, attests to this being a center of vernacular literacy and book 

production. So while he was not an anchorite, he had read and absorbed the guides 

available—Ælred’s in particular—before beginning his project. 

The author would have learned much of what he knew of anchoritic practices, 

however, outside of the library. He had regular contact with at least the three sisters who 

requested a guide, and they would have asked him about proper anchoritic conduct as 

well as shared with him their own day-to-day practices and realities inside their cells. As 

much as they wanted guidance for themselves from their adviser, they also wanted to 

provide guidance to the many women taking up this singular profession. Their questions 

and experiences would form the basis of the book.   

If that is the case, might these sisters might be afforded some level of co-

authorship or collaboration in the birth of Ancrene Wisse? The author would not have 

known where Ælred’s work, for example, needed alteration or updates without knowing 

what anchoresses—in particular these three sisters—were experiencing and 

communicating to him (Savage 50). The three sisters were unlikely to have read Ælred 

themselves, given that they seem to only know the Latin required for common religious 

services and prayers. So it must have been the author who decided to use Ælred as a text 

to quote or to refute as he saw fit for his era and audience. Though it was likely this one 

monk who created the eight sections of Ancrene Wisse, put its words in order, and wrote 

them down on parchment, the anchoresses had a say in the creation of the text—“A kind 

of agency which is ‘authorial,’ even if no woman in the community was an ‘author’” 
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(Savage 46). Heng too leaves room for the anchoresses’ contributions to anonymous texts 

like AW: “Odd features were found in unsigned texts that might have been read to, or by, 

women, and could thus have been shaped, commissioned, or otherwise influenced by 

women (‘authored’ in the broadest sense), if not actually set down on the page by female 

hands” (3). However, it was this monk whose voice and style are seen in the work, and so 

he is likely the sole author in the sense that we use the term today. 

Dobson notes in his important Origins of Ancrene Wisse that it was typical at the 

time for an author to write without revealing his (or her) identity, as the inspiration and 

glory belonged to God, but it was not always a practice authors followed. Then as now, 

authors wanted credit for their work, or they sought some kind of reward for having 

created it. This was apparently not a concern of the AW author, who “nowhere departs 

from his normal impersonality” (144), though I think it would be more accurate to say 

“anonymity” rather than “impersonality.” His voice, in the modern authorial sense, is 

singular and quite personal, though not as intrusive as Goscelin’s. There is a definite 

sense of a person behind the pen that holds the center of Ancrene Wisse together across 

the centuries, even as it is copied for evolving audiences, cultures, and purposes.  

Hasenfratz maintains that the modern focus on a single author is not useful in any 

case and that anchoresses may well have helped in the creation of Ancrene Wisse. There 

is a theory among some scholars that anchoresses practiced as scribes in their cells, and  

[i]t is possible to imagine clusters of anchoresses copying and reading AW 
intensively, interpreting and responding to the text, sometimes prompting 
the author (their spiritual advisor or advisors) to clarify, expand, or revise 
the text. One could perhaps go further, to suggest that some of the 
revisions and additions to the text may have been made by the anchoresses 
themselves (since they acted as scribes), perhaps originally as marginal 
glosses which were incorporated into the main text at the next copying. 
(Hasenfratz 15)  
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However we conceive of authorship for AW, even from this early stage of the text, 

the author intended for the text to reach a wider audience. (I will continue using he/him 

pronouns for the author for simplicity’s sake and in deference to the prevailing current 

scholarship that the person who wrote Ancrene Wisse was a male monk.) He wrote 

directly for the three sisters and, in subsequent versions, for wider and wider groups of 

anchorites and other audiences. The text addresses both the special needs and requests of 

its audience and being “of enduring appeal to a variety of readers” (Robertson, “This 

Living Hand” 4). Where Goscelin inserted himself into Eve’s cell and Ælred wrote 

specifically for his sister, the AW author used the three sisters as avatars for this imagined 

wider audience. “[B]y treating these women as exemplary, as symbolic either of all 

Christians or of the ‘weak’ who cannot aspire to the ascetic and intellectual heights 

attained by male practitioners, the work treats its audience as the pioneers of a movement 

of spiritual perfection that in theory encompasses everyone” (Watson, “Empowerment” 

62). Writing with a particular and small audience in mind while appealing to a wider 

readership is a technique still used by authors today.  

The Ancrene Wisse author used other techniques that have stood the test of time, 

such as allegories, metaphors, stories that set a moral example, and romantic narratives, 

to create a text that is engaging and rewarding, even on repeated readings. There was 

little room for even a small library in an anchoritic cell, no matter what Goselin wished 

for Eve. The few books that an anchoress possessed would have been not only read 

repeatedly by one anchoress but also loaned to her fellow recluses, as the AW author 

knew.  

And so, with other anchoritic guides providing the nature of the context in 
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organization and audience, and with cultural influences such as literary trends and edicts 

from Rome nurturing its birth, the Ancrene Wisse author put quill to parchment and wrote 

the first text, a manuscript known as χ to Dobson and O to Millett. This manuscript is the 

now-missing draft that the author created with his own hand, known as a holograph, and 

from which all others descended. Modern scholars have settled on a composition date of 

1220–1225; however, bear in mind that “[t]he very precise MS dates given by some 

editors and commentators have no palaeographical basis” (Millett, Annotated 

Bibliography 11). That said, it was clearly composed after Lateran IV forbade new orders 

and required regular confession in 1215, given the author’s strenuous objections to the 

suspicion that he might be creating a new eremitic order.  

Scholars’ consideration of this holograph has evolved from the concept of an 

original manuscript that was all but set in stone by the author to a malleable sketch from 

which later manuscripts evolved. Dobson wrote in the mid-twentieth century that “[an] 

ur-text…is strictly beyond reason; and it is impossible,” adding, “[s]uch an ‘original 

Rule’ is not merely a thing with which we need not concern ourselves; it can never have 

existed” (“Date and Composition 193). In the twenty-first century, Gunn acknowledged 

the fluid nature of authorship, creation, and original materials in early medieval England: 

“By ‘the work’ I mean, not some urversion floating around in a hypothetical Platonic 

heaven of ideal texts, nor even the original inaccessible text, even if that could be 

reconstructed, but rather an evolving and variable work existing in many different 

versions” (Pastoral Literature 2). Authorship and original texts were not priorities in 

medieval minds (Stahulkaj 23).   

No matter what the holograph looked like, it was crucial for the author in 
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organizing his thoughts. Ancrene Wisse is widely considered to be a well-ordered and 

cohesively composed whole. Most scholars also deem it to be rather breezy and 

conversational in tone by contemporary medieval literary standards. This is very difficult 

to achieve, in 1225 or 2025, without significant preparation. Given the edits found in a 

later manuscript that are presumed to be in the author’s hand, it is not difficult to imagine 

the author’s holograph consisting of rather messy, and relatable, pages full of insertions 

and scratch marks as he composed his inner and outer rules.  

Since there is no existing holograph or “ur-text,” we do not know the details of 

the birth of Ancrene Wisse. It is instructive in any case to first consider the Preface, 

though like many an introduction, it was almost certainly composed last, after the author 

knew what the full text contained. The sisters had requested not a rule, in keeping with 

Lateran IV’s proclamation against new orders, but a guide, a wisse. In the text, the author 

“throughout seems concerned to disclaim any legislative authority for his work” (Millett, 

“Genre” 38). He is clear that he understands the edicts set forth by the church, that he is 

not crossing that line by creating a guide for anchoresses, and—as further proof that it is 

not a proper rule—that this guide applies as well to a wider audience of lay people and 

religious men.  

He goes so far as to give the anchoresses a false order in the Preface, the order of 

Saint James, possibly as in inside joke, one religious devotée to another. “Ȝef ei unweote 

easkeð ow of hwet ordre ʒe beon … ondswerieð: of Sein Iames … icleopet Godes 

broðer” (If a fool asks you of which order you are … answer: of Saint James … who was 

called God’s brother”; ll. 93–6). The author takes his reasoning from James’s epistle, 

where “He sei[ð hwet] is religiun, hwuch is riht ordre” (“He proclaimed what religion is, 
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which is the true order”; ll. 99–100). He quotes a passage from James’s epistle in Latin 

and translates it into English for his readers, saying that the purpose and true order of 

religious life is to help widows and orphans and, most importantly for his audience, 

“from þe [w]orld [w]iten him cleane and unwemmet” (“to depart from the world pure and 

perfect”; ll. 103–105). He proceeds to call people who are concerned with which 

particular order the sisters belong to—whether they wear “hwite oþer blake” (“white or 

black”; l. 124) as other orders do—small-minded and petty. He then lists famous hermits 

and recluses as members of this unofficial order of St. James, including Paul the first 

Hermit (“Pawel þe Earste Ancre” [l. 119]) and Saint Sarah: “nere ha of god ordre?” 

(“wasn’t she of a good order?”; l. 123).  

At the start of the final section, Part 8, the author again provides cover for himself 

under the new terms of Lateran IV:  

Ne nane ne write Ich ham buten ow ane. Ich segge þis for-þi þet oþre 
ancre ne seggen nawt þet Ich þurh mi meistrie makie ham neowe Riwle. 
Ne bidde Ich nawt þet ha halden ham; ah ʒe ʒet moten changin, hwen-se 
ʒe eauer wulleð, þeose for betere. (ll. 3–6)  

I do not write for anyone but you. I say this to you so that other 
anchoresses do not say that I through my authority sought to make a new 
Rule for them. I ask not that they hold them and yet you may change, 
whenever you will, these [guides] for the better. 

Here he clearly leaves room for future clerics to amend his guide as circumstances 

warrant, not that clerics and scribes in the Middle Ages felt the need for any special 

dispensation to make changes.  

An additional cultural influence enters into the structure of AW, the accessus. This 

front matter was usually found in Latin texts being used for educational purposes, and it 

“may embrace formal prologues describing the origins and procedures of a text, 

schematic guides to content such as chapter tables and manuscript layout and, more 



 

31 

generally, levels and modes of access and the conception of access informing any text 

and its presentation” (Wogan-Browne, “Time to Read” 64). Often the accessus would 

include information and commentary using a standardized set of headings. The Preface of 

Ancrene Wisse functions as a kind of accessus, though it does not precisely follow any of 

the four standard accessus formats found in grammar texts of the era. An accessus would 

typically include the name of the work under consideration and its author; the AW author 

famously and frustratingly provides neither of these in his Preface. However, it does 

provide the intention of the writer, the number of books contained within, the contents of 

the books, and an explanation of the work as a whole, as would be found in many 

educational grammars across hundreds of years prior to Ancrene Wisse’s creation 

(Wheeler 2). This would not only have familiarized the text’s audience with the contents 

of AW, it would have felt close enough to a proper accessus for anyone who was literati, 

as some of the book’s later audiences were and the author himself was. The accessus-like 

preface is still used today in many nonfiction texts, particularly how-to and self-help titles 

that are themselves often targeted at women audiences. These modern books use an 

Ancrene Wisse-like preface to orient the reader to the author’s intentions and the 

organization of the book. Where AW is guiding the reader “in the performative reading 

demanded by the work of salvation,” modern self-help books guide the reader in the 

performative reading required for the work of, for example, achieving one’s goals. 

“[B]eing able to turn to the needed chapter at will is no merely pragmatic convenience, 

but as essential for lay audiences as it is for religious” (Wogan-Browne, “Time to Read” 

71). Wogan-Browne is using “performative”  as a speech act, where words do the work 

of bringing a change of state into being. It is similar to the speech act of saying “I do” at 
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the altar bringing a marriage into being. As I noted in my introduction, Zumthor argues 

that a text is the written manifestation of a speech act. Here, the act of reading religious 

literature was the action of devotion, of making one’s devotion real.  

At the end of the Preface, the author provides a convenient heading: “Þis an boc is 

todealet in eahte leasse bokes” (“This book is divided into eight smaller books”; l. 156). 

He then lists each of these eight books, or parts. The first is about service, or how the 

anchoress arranges her daily schedule of prayer and contemplation. The second is about 

using the five senses to protect one’s inner life. The third compares anchorites to different 

types of birds. In the fourth, he details temptations and how to combat or avoid them. The 

fifth provides much guidance on confession, given the changes to its frequency and 

practice under Lateran IV, while the sixth part deals with penance. The seventh is where 

we encounter the knightly Christ. Then in the eighth part, we return to more practical 

matters, such as what to wear, what to eat and drink, the number of servants one may 

have (two), and the number of cats an anchoress may keep (one).  

The AW author calls the first and especially the eighth part “þe uttre rule,” the 

outer rule, as these parts deal with the anchoress’s physical lives as they intersect with 

worldly existence. The sections sandwiched between those two parts are called the inner 

rule, as they instruct the anchoresses in spiritual matters. The inner rule, the author makes 

clear, is inalienable. It is the rule that all anchoresses (and all readers outside the cell) 

carry within them in service to God. The ability to obey the inner rule is supported by the 

practices of the outer rule: “for al þet me eauer deð of þe oðer [riwle] wiðuten nis bute 

forte riwlin þe heorte wiðinnen” (“for whatever is done for the outer rule does nothing 

but strengthen rule within the heart”; Preface ll. 32–3).  
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The AW author wrote the outer rule with new anchoresses in mind and possibly 

with guidance from the three sisters themselves, who had an eye toward setting an 

example based on their own experiences (Savage 52). Part 1 provides the prayers to 

recite, translations from Latin for all but the most common prayers, and the canonical 

hours to follow. Part 8 includes instructions for how to eat, what to wear, how to treat and 

instruct one’s servants, which hobbies are acceptable to pursue, and more. Including 

these more practical instructions is evidence that the profession was growing, along with 

the audience for Ancrene Wisse. Even with a focus on anchoresses and the practicalities 

of their enclosed lives, the author’s scope was always wide enough to include those 

outside a cell and “how the individual negotiates the world, with its fleshly desires, in the 

quest for heavenly bliss” (Gunn, Pastoral Literature 53). Becoming an anchorite was but 

one way to achieve this, though in many medieval English minds, it was the best way.  

The author as well as the three sisters were aware of the growth in anchoritic 

practice among men and women in the thirteenth century, as well as the new interest in 

guidance for more frequent confession, driven by Lateran IV, among the general literate 

population. The trick, which the AW author achieved, was to create a text that maintained 

the “rigor and elevation of the eremetic ideal by which the work’s readers live, while 

opening up the ideal to a larger number of potential practitioners” (Watson, 

“Empowerment” 62). The AW author created not only an ideal anchoress to serve as an 

example for other anchoresses, but a model of lay piety for a general audience of men 

and women alike (Watson, “Empowerment” 56).  

When a child is born, it is given a name, and when a book is created, it is given a 

title. However, as with authorial signatures, titles were not as important or common for 
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medieval works. Though this text was for many years, beginning in the nineteenth 

century, called Ancrene Riwle, that title “has no medieval authority” (Wada 1). It was 

attached to the text by James Morton when he first published it in 1853, likely because 

within the text itself, and even on its first page, the author calls it a riwle. Yet at the outset 

of the Corpus manuscript, which today is considered most authoritative (and which I will 

discuss later in this chapter), the author writes “her beginneð Ancrene Wisse” (“Here 

begins Ancrene Wisse”; Preface l. 1-2). The phrase “ancrene wisse” means both 

“information about anchoresses” as well as “instructions for anchoresses,” with the 

double meaning providing something for readers whether or not they themselves had 

taken up this profession (Watson, “Empowerment” 54). But only this particular 

manuscript has “a title of a sort […] and there it is Ancrene Wisse”; furthermore, Ancren 

Riwle is “dubious linguistically and non-existent in any known medieval manuscript” 

(Magoun 112–113). Dobson agrees with this assessment: “Evidently the author, at the 

last moment, held back from giving it a title, but there can be little doubt that the one he 

had in mind was Ancrene Riwle” (Origins 51). The AW author uses the word riwle often 

in the text, including “uttre riwle” and “inre riwle.” Yet he also goes to great lengths to 

establish that he is not creating a proper rule, an official order, of the kind that professed 

monks and nuns follow under Rome’s authority. This is a rule in a more modern sense, 

meaning a set of best practices to follow. As it turns out, Dobson cannot brush aside the 

fact that this one manuscript, the one thought to include corrections made by the AW 

author himself, has a title, though it is indeed unusual for the language: “Yet the Corpus 

MS., which alone has a colophon giving a title, calls the work Ancrene Wisse, using an 

otherwise unrecorded noun derived from the stem of the verb wissin (OE wissian); and as 
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the Corpus revision is authorial, the title finally adopted must also be the author’s” 

(Origins 51–2). 
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Chapter III 

Childhood 

Whether it already carried the title Ancrene Wisse or not, copies were made 

almost immediately. All of the manuscripts that are still in existence today were created 

within about a century of the original, and most much sooner. Many of the copies were 

created close to home, likely at the monastery where the AW author composed the work. 

The West Midlands region of England, where the author and the three sisters 

lived, was known for its devotion to and expertise in book production. The author created 

the O manuscript (in Dobson’s stemma, published in “Affiliations of the Manuscripts of 

Ancrene Wisse,” the original manuscript is designated χ) at a monastery that had a 

rigorous and regular book production facility. Dobson believed that from this original χ 

manuscript, two copies were made, α and β. Millett updates Dobson’s conclusions using 

fifty-plus years of subsequent scholarship and says that “[a]ll surviving manuscripts 

appear to be descended from a single archetype (O1)” (Corpus xxix).  

The archetype manuscript and its influence on further copies is evident in the fact 

that it “already contained corruptions” (Dobson, “Affiliations” 131). These errors, which 

the author himself did not catch during his edits, are found in later manuscripts, when 

they were copied without correction over the decades. However, despite these 

corruptions, Dobson notes that the archetype would have been an “unusually correct” 

text, though it was a very long work, and probably “a fair copy prepared directly from the 

author’s draft” (“Affiliations” 131), or holograph.  
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The archetype manuscript led to the creation of the Cleopatra manuscript and the 

first French translation, which would survive as the later Vitellius F manuscript, very 

soon after the author completed his work on Ancrene Wisse. Dobson believed, surely 

correctly, that there were intermediate manuscripts we no longer have, and he gave them 

a place in his stemma with Greek letters; Millett concerns herself only with the 

relationships between manuscripts that remain and leaves the unknown manuscripts in 

the realm of the unknowable.  

Given that the monastery, and the West Midlands region more generally, was a 

hub of manuscript copying, it would not have been at all unusual for a monk like the 

author to write a book and for the copyists to create several manuscripts from it. What is 

unusual is the method they used to create copies, at least according to Dobson’s 

examination of the Cleopatra and earliest French manuscripts. For the sake of 

convenience, I will be referring to this earliest French translation as Vitellius F, as many 

AW scholars do. The Vitellius F manuscript that is kept at the British Library today is a 

later copy of this first translation, and the only one we have; it was created about a 

century after the original translation, in the early fourteenth century. But it is clearly a 

very good translation of an early manuscript, and so this later copy is accepted as a stand-

in for the missing French manuscript when discussing the lineage of Ancrene Wisse. It is 

so authoritative that arguments have been made for it, or an earlier Anglo-Norman 

holograph, as the original text, but the evidence for Middle English as the language of 

composition is far stronger.  

Dobson concluded in his critical edition of the Cleopatra MS that one 

manuscript—the γ manuscript in his stemma—was split into segments and shared 
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between two scribes: one copying it in Middle English and one translating it into French. 

Each scribe would receive two parts from the exemplar manuscript. When each had 

finished copying or translating their two parts, they would switch. In working this way, 

neither scribe had a complete copy of Ancrene Wisse at any point, and a complete copy 

was never entirely out of circulation or at risk of theft. While Parts 1 and 2 were with one 

scribe and Parts 3 and 4 were with the translator, Parts 5 through 8 were still available to 

be read in the library or could be kept with their owner. It seems rather complicated, 

when the more usual way to copy a manuscript was to sit with an entire exemplar at hand 

to copy the words onto new pages. So the question becomes, why bother with this 

elaborate process? 

Remember that both of these manuscripts were made early in the life of Ancrene 

Wisse. The Cleopatra manuscript is the earliest extant copy we have, and it was likely 

produced between 1220 and 1230. The ink would hardly have been dry on the holograph 

when the copying began. This monastery is thought to have been a center of manuscript 

production, where copying was a long-held tradition and practice, resulting in the 

innovative and unusual way that the original manuscript was split apart and copied 

simultaneously. These monks were used to getting the job done efficiently and had 

developed ways of working that sped up copying without sacrificing quality or taking an 

entire text out of circulation.  

The monks apparently had enough projects on their hands that they brought in 

freelancers. Cleopatra’s Scribe A, as Dobson called him, was probably a literal hired 

hand and an expert in making copies. The author used Scribe A’s copy to make revisions 

and additions. “The translator [of Vitellius F] must have been working while the revision 
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was in progress, since he had been given accurate and independent loose-leaf copies of 

the additions to Parts I and II, but before it was complete, since he lacked the others. He 

was apparently working faster than the author” (Dobson, Origins 302).  

Even in 1962, in the decade before feminist criticism of Middle English texts 

gained significant traction, Dobson advocated for the idea of anchoresses acting as 

contributing to the birth of this text. “There can be little doubt that the β group originated 

with manuscripts copied by the anchoresses themselves.…Where, above, I referred to the 

scribe of C [Scribe A of the Cleopatra MS], when it seemed impossible to avoid, as ‘he,’ 

the proper pronoun would, I am convinced, have been ‘she’” (“Affiliations” 163). 

This early in its life, copies of Ancrene Wisse were in short supply, and they were 

apparently precious. Whoever owned the archetype manuscript—one of the sisters, 

perhaps—did not want to loan out the entire work at once. Additionally, given the edicts 

of Lateran IV around confession that applied to all Christians and the rapid growth of the 

anchoritic practice, there was demand for more copies of AW. Part 5, which addresses 

confession, explicitly expands its audience to include “alle men iliche” (“all people 

alike”; l. 596), and it may have been intended to circulate on its own (Watson, Balaam’s 

Ass, 350). If this was the case, copies of a single part could have been made and 

distributed very quickly to both reclusive and non-reclusive readers hungry for 

instruction. However, the number of anchoresses would double over the course of the 

thirteenth century to at least 123 women (Warren 292–3), and they in particular would 

need instruction that included the outer as well as inner rule in its entirety. Though 

anchoresses were encouraged to share their books among each other, there just were not 

enough books to go around. These women needed more copies, fast, in the original 
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language and in translation, and this abbey could undertake their requests.  

Though it was first composed in English, it is not surprising that Ancrene Wisse  

would be translated into French so early. Many people in the new bourgeois class as well 

as the gentry were educated to read both languages, and much of the popular literature of 

the day was written in French. Marie de France, despite her name and origins across the 

Channel, is believed to have been in England when she composed her lais in French. Not 

only was there a strong French influence at court, it was also “the period of the 

international use of French in literature, due to the international influence of the 

University of Paris” (Allen 514–5).  

In addition to being the earliest extant manuscript, the Cleopatra MS looks to have 

been annotated for revision by the author himself. Scribe A, in Dobson’s view, was not 

necessarily a member of the author’s order, and his manuscript is sloppier than the 

French translation produced at the same time. Another scribe, Scribe B in Dobson’s 

reckoning, added annotations and emendations to the text, even in the inner margin, 

evidence that the pages were unbound during the copying process. These revisions are 

from the pen of the author, further shaping the young manuscript as it matures. He not 

only adds new material, he corrects some of Scribe A’s mistakes and makes notes to 

himself. His edits show that he was not consulting an exemplar for comparison; he was 

reading the manuscript for sense and meaning and making corrections to clarify his 

intent, “to modify the rigour of the original prescriptions, discouraging excessive 

austerity and reasserting the value, within limits, of politeness and sociability” (Millett, 

Corpus xxxviii). 

According to the stemma published by Dobson in 1962, which was amended by 
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Millett fifty years later, neither the Cleopatra nor the Vitellius F manuscript had direct 

descendants. They are, however, fundamental to the plentiful fruits of Ancrene Wisse’s 

family tree. The Cleopatra MS became “a gift from Mathilda de Clare to the nuns at 

Canonsleigh” (Robertson, “Savoring” 117). Likewise, the Vitellius F manuscript passed 

from woman to woman. In the mid-fifteenth century, Joan, the wife of the earl of Kent at 

the time, gifted Vitellius F to Eleanor Cobham, wife of the duke of Gloucester. “One 

might ask, what was the appeal of this text to these two laywomen, one of whom, 

Eleanor, was accused of witchcraft?” (Robertson, “This Living Hand” 6). 

The archetype manuscript also begat the Corpus Christi manuscript. This is 

another very early copy, likely created around 1230, so within ten years at most of the 

author’s holograph. “The scribe of this particular MS corrected himself as he went 

along,” J. R. R. Tolkien wrote in his critical edition of the manuscript. “This is most 

evident where he has simply crossed out the wrong word and written the right word after 

it or above it” (xvi). Using strikethroughs is a practice writers still follow today, using 

electronic media. Dobson sees the Corpus edits as evidence of the author’s hand. The 

“unity of style and thought” in Corpus is not “some miracle performed by a tactful 

redactor, but…the normal consequence of single authorship, of a man revising his own 

work before he has had time to alter his view or forget what he meant” (“Date and 

Composition” 206). He believes that this scribe was using the author’s own archetype as 

the exemplar, “as altered and added to by the reviser” (“Date and Composition” 198-9).  

The Cleopatra and Vitellius F manuscripts predate the Corpus manuscript by a 

few years. Scholars have long thought the French Vitellius MS to be very correct and 

close to the author’s original intent, and as such they have used it to correct errors in the 
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Middle English Corpus MS. It is possible, then, that the manuscript used as the exemplar 

for the Corpus MS was the “clean” version produced using the Cleopatra manuscript after 

Dobson’s Scribe B—the AW author—had made his notes in the text. Due to these pieces 

of evidence, the Corpus manuscript has come to be considered the most correct and the 

closest to the author’s fullest intent. However, Millett pushes against this idea in her more 

recent corrected edition of the Corpus MS: “There is some internal evidence which 

suggests that it was the product of a less systematic and comprehensive process of 

‘rolling revision,’ responding as necessary to the increasing numbers and changing 

circumstances of its audience of anchoresses” (xli).  

It is in this manuscript that the author expands his address from the original three 

sisters to “twenty or more”:  

Ȝe beoð þe ancren of Englond, swa feole togederes (twenti nuðe oðer 
ma—Godd i god ow mutli), þeat meast grið is among, meast annesse ant 
anrednesse ant sometreadnesse of anred lif efter a riwle, swa þet alle teoð 
an, alle iturnt anesweis ant nan frommard oðer, efter þet word is. (Part 4 ll. 
1077–81) 

You are the anchoresses of England, as many together (twenty now or 
more—may God multiply you in goodness), whom the greatest peace is 
among, most oneness and spiritual harmony and unity of communal life 
according to a rule, as that all move as one, all turn in one way and none 
away from the other, according to the word. 

They have already reached a level of renown as well: 

Þis nu þenne, þet ʒe beoð all as cuuent, is ower hehe fame; þis is Godd 
icweme. (Part 4 ll. 1189–90)  

Now this then, that you being all as a community, is your fame; this is 
pleasing to God. 

What is so far undisputed is that the Corpus manuscript too has no living 

descendants; its textual errors and emendations are nowhere found in other extant 

manuscripts. Despite this address to twenty or more anchoresses who act as a community 
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that faces all in the same direction, Dobson posits that this manuscript was created for a 

single person. Unlike a manuscript kept in a library, it would not have been in circulation. 

“[I]f she were at all young when the Corpus MS. was written about 1230, [she] might 

easily have lived for another forty years or so, until say 1270; the manuscript was in the 

possession of a single person and unavailable for copying” (Origins 291). Catherine 

Innes-Parker not only agrees with Dobson; her research leads her to believe the book 

could have been made for a particular anchoress named Annora in 1232 (150). If it 

resided with one anchoresses and was not often lent out, especially as an exemplar for 

copies where it would be quite literally manhandled, this may explain the manuscript’s 

very good condition for its age, with Tolkien calling its damage “trifling” (Corpus ix). An 

inscription from the late thirteenth century, and therefore probably after the death of its 

original owner, notes that the Corpus MS became a gift from its owner to the house of 

Augustinian canons at Wigmore, who continued to take care of the manuscript. 

Even in the early years of Ancrene Wisse scholarship, it was understood that the 

copies that were produced ranged further and further from text of the lost archetype 

manuscript. “What seems to be true is that every manuscript, for one cause or another, 

stands very far from the original; B [Corpus], because though evidently nearly related to 

an official copy, this copy was a second version; N [Nero] because of its general 

carelessness, in spite of its superiority as the most complete representative of the original 

first version; the French, because though, unlike the others, it possibly is derived from the 

copy in the original language and in details often shows distinct superiority, yet it, like B, 

is related to the second version and is only an incomplete copy of that” (Allen 499).  

If the Cleopatra, earliest French, and Corpus copies did not have descendants, 
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then how did Ancrene Wisse become so widespread? There were, of course other copies 

made that we know nothing about made for anchoresses who left little record of 

themselves, let alone their libraries. These manuscripts were used to create new copies, 

“and it was by means of them,” according to Dobson, “that Ancrene Wisse escaped into 

the outside world” (Origins 293).  The young Ancrene Wisse was growing up fast. 
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Chapter IV  

Adulthood 

The author’s audience of anchoresses quickly grew from three to twenty, and 

Ancrene Wisse grew up along with its audience. Anchoresses wanted access to copies of 

Ancrene Wisse, they wanted them fast, and they wanted the text in a language they could 

read, as we saw in the quick creation of both the Cleopatra copy and earliest French 

translation. As the number of anchoresses continued to grow in the mid-thirteenth 

century, the AW author became concerned with a loss of unity within the anchorite 

community.  

Warren’s evidence shows that there were dozens of known anchorites in England 

during the thirteenth century, with more women taking up the practice than men. There 

were 198 total anchorites living at 175 sites spread across the whole of England. Of these, 

the records show 123 were women and 37 men, with another 38 whose gender is not 

noted in the records. If the ratio of known women to men holds, then there could have 

been at least 150 anchoresses in England in the thirteenth century, three times the 48 

known anchoresses in all of the twelfth century. As the AW author wrote, “ower cuuent 

beginneð to spreaden toward Englondes ende” (“your community begins to spread 

toward the farthest reaches of England”; l. 1090-1). Whether one reads this as an 

exaggerated metaphor or literally, it indicates the increase in women taking up the 

reclusive life. 

By the mid-1200s, there were likely dozens of women enclosed within cells and 
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hungry for a riwle to guide them in this unusual life of devotion. “The probability is that 

by about 1230, just before the final revision was undertaken, there were in existence eight 

copies of the work—possibly even more” (Dobson, Origins 289). Since the anchoresses 

did not live together with easy access to an on-site library, copies had to be made, if not 

for each individual anchoress, then probably for a group of anchoresses to share within a 

community, perhaps as part of a diocese or county. 

Whether the anchoresses themselves participated in copying AW for their own use 

or for others has been debated over decades of scholarship. Dobson seems convinced that 

“[t]here can be little doubt that group β [analogous to Millett’s archetype] originated with 

manuscripts copied by the anchoresses themselves” (“Affiliations” 163). This would 

mean that most of the surviving manuscripts were based on copies made by educated, but 

not literati, lay women rather than monks. Recall, too, that Dobson said he could well 

have used she/her pronouns in discussing Scribe A of the Cleopatra manuscript rather 

than the more conventional for his time he/him pronouns. Jones agrees that anchoresses 

creating copies was a possibility, since Goscelin’s early Speculum Inclusarum “suggests 

the copying of manuscript books as a suitable occupation” (67). Licence too notes that 

“[i]f recluses needed to work they were obliged to assume sedentary occupations such as 

the production of books and textiles” (106).  

The stemmas produced by Dobson and Millett show the likely connections 

between the extant manuscripts. While it is difficult to determine with certainty the 

chronology of the manuscripts’ production, scholars have come to a basic consensus for 

AW’s growth period based on a trail of edits and errors in the manuscripts that we have 

today.  
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The Nero manuscript was created very near in time to the Cleopatra, first French, 

and Corpus manuscripts, all of which are complete copies of the text. Nero is thought to 

be closest to the author’s missing archetype, as it is the manuscript that includes the 

address to the three sisters. However, given that the Corpus manuscript is considered to 

be most correct due to the author’s own edits being incorporated, the Nero manuscript is 

also “the most remote from the original of all the thirteenth-century English texts—a 

manuscript written by a fussy and interfering scribe” (Dobson, “Affiliations” 133). 

Despite this fussiness, it was likely a “working book.” Its small size made it easy to hold 

while reading, and readers left responses on the pages of the book (Hall, “At Work in the 

Anchorhold” 3). After the text of AW, the Nero MS contains material mentioned in the 

main text, including psalms, Hail Marys, and material from the Wooing Group. This 

supplementary material would have further educated these lay women who had not 

undergone formal training to become nuns before entering the anchorhold. 

Ancrene Wisse focuses on women as its audience, but it was never intended only 

for three particular sisters, which meant the Nero manuscript could be easily adjusted for 

other audiences. Local words were used for local editions, and “changes made to the 

vocabulary in other manuscript copies (especially N [the Nero manuscript]) in fact 

indicates that several [words] were not felt acceptable elsewhere” (Dance 73). This 

particular book was created at Worcester Cathedral, “in a modernized local spelling 

system, free of the traditionalizing archaisms of the A/B dialect” (Watson, Balaam’s Ass, 

353). 

As we have already seen in the first four known copies of Ancrene Wisse, the fact 

of a manuscript copy being completed did not set the text in stone; it had room to mature. 
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“This was not a book written, then left behind, by the author, but one that he tinkered 

with as his audience grew before his eyes” (Robertson, “Saving Scientia” 115). The 

author would have sent his additions and corrections to AW to the individuals and abbeys 

across England that he knew had copies; likewise, scribes who learned of emendations 

would request copies. In either case, upon receipt, the owners would insert the new pages 

into the book they possessed (Dobson, “Affiliations” 129). New copies based on these 

later exemplars would then include these emendations as part of the text. Scribes were 

accustomed to incorporating any notes and fixes found in the margins of manuscripts 

they were copying. They would incorporate these addenda (and possibly unintended 

ephemera) into the new text even if the sense was not quite right. “Attempted 

‘standardization’ is not likely to concern a student of the thirteenth century” (Tolkien, 

“Ancrene Wisse” 105). 

As copies were made for a growing and changing audience, Ancrene Wisse was 

adapted and adapted again (Edwards 108), probably more times and in more ways than 

we know. The act of copying, revising, updating, and even borrowing from the book 

could have “symbolic import” and confer the aura of the anchoress’s holiness onto the 

copyist. “AW could function for later vernacular writers as a textual synecdoche for the 

life of holiness as it might be practiced by women and other notionally uneducated 

Christian people” (Watson, “Religious Reform” 199).  

Textual fluidity of the adult AW is a feature to be appreciated, not a problem to be 

solved. Its tangled stemma, its emendations, interpolations, and even the movement of its 

errors across copies make it both distinctive and very much an artifact of its time. “The 

messy manuscript evidence is the best testament to a thriving community in which these 
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texts were shared, copied, revised, and compared” (Hasenfratz 30). This intertextuality is 

common among the literature produced during this era, according to Paul Zumthor :  

Je suis porté à discerner, dans la pratique signifiante productrice de textes 
médiévaux, deux facteurs qui déterminent le fonctionnement et nuancent 
les effets de l’”intertextualité”: l’existence de ce que je nommerai, d’une 
part des modèles, d’autre part des variations.  

A vrai dire, modèles et variations ne constituent que les deux aspects d’un 
phénomène majeur, définitoire de la culture médiévale: ce que j’ai 
d’ailleurs appelé la “mouvance” des textes. … Tout texte médiéval 
possède une généologie, se situe à une place relativement précise, quoique 
mobile, dans un réseau de relations génitives et dans une procession 
d’engendrements. (9, ellipses Zumthor’s) 

I am inclined to note, in the meaningful practice of medieval text 
production, two factors that determine the function and nuance of 
“intertextuality”: the existence of what I will call, on the one hand, models 
and on the other, variations. 

Actually, models and variations only make up two aspects of a major and 
definitive characteristic of medieval culture: what I am calling 
“mouvance” of the texts. … Every medieval text has a genealogy and is 
located in a relatively precise, though somewhat flexible, place in a 
network of related works and a creative lineage. 

 

He defines model as the vertical axis of a graph showing the hierarchy of texts. 

“Le modèle peut être consideré, du point de vue du lecteur moderne, comme le relais des 

lignes de ressemblance rattachant tel texte à un autre” (“The model could be considered, 

from the point of view of a modern reader, as markers of similarity that connect one text 

to another”; 10). His horizontal axis, in this metaphor, is the variations. “Il déclare que la 

variabilité est un caractère essentiel de tout texte médiéval. Il exclut en principe tout 

recours à la notion d’authenticité telle que l’élabora, à partir du XVIIIe siècle; la 

philologie moderne” (“It asserts that variability is an essential characteristic of every 

medieval text. It excludes in principle all recourse to the notion of authenticity as it has 
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been considered since the rise of modern philology in the eighteenth century”; 12). 

Writing decades after Zumthor, Gunn picks up on the idea of mouvance within 

and between the AW texts: “The very history of textual transmission subverts the 

assumed primacy of authorial intention, and indeed the very idea of authorial intention as 

paramount is called into question when the author himself seems to have accepted the 

evolution and textual instability of his work, valuing functionality over ‘textual 

integrity’” (Pastoral Literature 2). She goes so far as to call the entire period mouvant 

(7). Mouvance is a kind of proof of life for a medieval manuscript; if it were to remain 

static, that would be an indicator that it was likely not part of a lively community of 

readers and copyists. Ancrene Wisse, by this light, had moved out of its childhood and 

into an engaged adulthood. It was part of the community in the thirteenth and fourteenth 

centuries, circulating among anchoresses and among a wider readership, lay and 

religious. 

According to Zumthor, all medieval texts are mouvante. And according to Gunn, 

Ancrene Wisse’s many manuscripts are particularly mouvante, along with its entire 

historical era. This changeability would appeal to the anchoresses, given their awareness 

of their liminal status as neither fully professed nuns nor typical lay religious women who 

were married with families. They borrowed guidelines from monastic orders without 

having a proper rule of their own, and they engendered a kind of pious womanhood that 

served as an example for others outside their walls. The signing of Magna Carta and the 

canons of Lateran IV set the stage for a mouvant era of shifting power that would affect 

medieval English culture to the Reformation and beyond. 

Given that so many versions survived across so many centuries, the mouvance of 
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Ancrene Wisse can still be seen and studied. There are the early texts that bear the marks 

and influence of the author, as discussed in Chapter 2. But when Ancrene Wisse moved 

from the confines of the anchorhold of its birth to the wider world, copyists and 

communities adapted the text for their own needs and times. Parts were moved around or 

removed altogether, and fragments were included within books alongside other texts. 

“This raises the question of how one determines that a text is a version of Ancrene Wisse: 

how much shared material does there have to be with a text such as Corpus Christi or 

Cleopatra, which are considered to be close to the original?…[T]he texts are manuscripts 

and each individual redaction is not an exact copy but a new version—a new edition, 

even” (Gunn, Pastoral Literature 182). Gunn’s question can be answered through the 

concept of mouvance. This non-originality, and this lack of adhesion to modern 

capitalistic ideas of authorship and originality, mean that all AW texts are canonical texts. 

There is no ur-text or urversion, as Dobson and Gunn both asserted. The text of Ancrene 

Wisse as a work of religious literature is inclusive of all known manuscripts and all lost 

manuscripts. It is a mouvante work of dozens of copies, models, and variations, created 

across two hundred years.  

Not long after the Nero copy came into being, the Titus manuscript was created, 

before 1250 at the latest. It is one of the earliest manuscripts to lack evidence of the 

author’s involvement. The book’s audience had already expanded beyond anchoresses, as 

shown by this manuscript’s use of masculine pronouns. It could have been produced for 

anchors, as there were 37 known to be enclosed, and possibly as many as 50, across 

England in the thirteenth century (Warren 292–3). It could also have been produced for 

monks, since it is missing most of Part 1, the first half of the outer rule, which “spekeð al 
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of ower seruis” (“discusses of all your service”; Preface l. 160). This Part gives specific 

instructions for saying prayers and following the offices of the day, information that 

professed religious men would not require and that may contradict the rules of their 

particular orders. 

The lack of any identifying traces that makes it difficult if not impossible to name 

a single author or the three sisters lends itself to wide readership and influence. Its 

popularity was “largely due to this general [anonymous] quality, its easy adaptability, and 

its relevance to anyone, woman or man, who was interested in the life of religion” 

(Dobson, Origins 1). 

By the end of the thirteenth century, the Corpus manuscript was in the hands of 

monks, “a gift from John Purcel to a house of Augustinian canons at Wigmore Abbey” 

(Robertson, “Savoring Scientia” 119). This gift lends credence to Dobson’s hypothesis, 

discussed in Chapter 3, that the single anchoress who owned the Corpus MS would have 

lived “until say 1270” (Origins 291). It is likely that the anchoress’s necessarily small 

library was given to or administered by Purcel at her death, and he in turn gifted it to the 

abbey. 

Women wanted to read AW, and they wanted to understand it. When Goscelin and 

Ælred wrote their instructions to anchoresses who had come from professed religious 

traditions, “levels of both Latin and French literacy were high among upper-class secular 

and convent women for over a hundred years after the conquest,” a stretch of time that 

includes both Liber Confortatorius and De Institutione Inclusarum (Robertson, “This 

Living Hand” 22). However, in the thirteenth century “aristocratic lay literacy in French 

remained high, while Latin literacy apparently declined for both aristocratic and convent 
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women” (Robertson, “This Living Hand” 22). Latin literacy rates continued to fall over 

the next century as vernacular literacy rates rose (Hall 190). Thus “[t]he demand for 

vernacular devotional texts increased dramatically, as lay piety flourished and a growing 

middle class provided an audience that was literate (or semi-literate) but untutored in 

Latin” (Innes-Parker 146) The wealthy and merchant classes in this era were often 

educated in Middle English, French, or both. These were the languages of household and 

estate management, as well as of the royal court. But these are not the language used in 

religion, law, science, and medicine: realms reserved for men. Those disciplines 

continued to use Latin. 

Due to this demand, the flurry of Ancrene Wisse copies was far from finished. 

Late in the thirteenth century, two extant French copies were independently produced. 

The actual Vitellius F manuscript that we have today was created at this later date; 

however, due to textual evidence, most scholars agree that this is a good copy of the 

manuscript that was created in the scriptorium alongside Cleopatra, per Dobson’s 

reckoning. The Trinity manuscript is a French translation that was created near the turn of 

the fourteenth century. Its text was modified to apply to both men and women readers. 

Unlike Vitellius F, which is understood to be faithful to the author’s intent, Trinity is 

“broken up, rearranged, inflated, and embedded in a lengthy ‘Compilation’” (Trethewey 

ix) along with other texts. This scribe’s creative license contributed to fact that the Trinity 

manuscript was not recognized as containing a version of the AW text until 1936, when 

Allen published her discovery. A second version of this same text—not an exact copy, 

but containing the same content in French and produced in the early fourteenth century—

is housed at the Bibliothèque National in France. It is worth noting that in 1305, as these 



 

54 

translated copies were being made, the papacy moved to Avignon due to political turmoil 

in Rome, and all popes for the next seventy years were themselves French. However, this 

was not a transition supported by the English clerisy. So while there was still a market for 

books in French for readers in England, it was not likely a request made by English 

church officials in homage to the papal relocation. 

These were not the only two translations. Multiple manuscripts in the original 

Middle English, as well as in French and Latin, have all survived, suggesting that there 

were likely many copies in each of these languages in circulation during the thirteenth 

and fourteenth centuries. English was, at the time of AW’s birth, considered a “poor 

relation” (Dance 74). This estimation could not have been universal, however, given that 

AW was written in English and widely distributed in this vernacular language. There was, 

“even in the era of Norman-French dominance, a holdout area of England where English 

was still not just spoken, but written, and written as taught in a school of some kind” 

(Shippey 47). While the era, the literature, and even the language of England in these 

years could be described as mouvant, the scribes of this area wrote in—and likely spoke, 

along with the local people—a dialect that would much later be called the AB dialect by 

Tolkien. This dialect seems “overwhelmingly likely” to be the original dialect of texts 

including AW and the Katherine Group (Dance 63).  

By the mid-thirteenth century, as Ancrene Wisse extended its reach, writing in 

vernacular English was on an upswing across the country, a practice that continued into 

the fourteenth century. This is due in part to the needs of the texts’ readers, who were 

increasingly educated but decreasingly literati. But there was also pressure from the 

upper echelons of government. King John, son of Henry II and the powerful Eleanor of 
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Aquitaine, had lost almost all of England’s extensive holdings in France by 1206, 

reducing the presence and influence of the French language and courtiers in London. 

John’s son and successor Henry III then issued a proclamation “on the Provisions of 

Oxford in English” in 1258. These were two of many death knells for vernacular French 

in the country, which “was losing its foothold even in government” by the turn of 

fourteenth century (Robertson “This Living Hand” 22). As the century progressed, 

English gained further ground. The Pleading Act of 1362 under Edward III mandated that 

English would be the language used in court proceedings, a watershed moment in the use 

of English more widely across the country. There is a national chauvinism at play here—

English for England—one that will crop up again in the philological study of the 

language. But there is also the rising merchant class, which speaks and reads English, and 

the entwined popularity of vernacular texts like Ancrene Wisse. Like the chicken-and-egg 

problem, the flourishing of Ancrene Wisse, anchoritic practice, and vernacular English, 

could not occur without each other. The AW text in particular forged a path in opposition 

to the expected. Rather than being composed for the literati and translated “downward” 

through courtly French and vernacular English, it was composed at the “bottom” in the 

“poor relation” vernacular, then quickly into French and, much later into the Latin of 

religious and governmental—and exclusively male—spheres.  

In the late thirteenth century, the Cleopatra manuscript gets a (mostly 

unwarranted) update. In addition to the two scribes, identified by Dobson as copyist and 

author, who edited the Cleopatra manuscript, there is evidence of a third hand, dubbed 

Scribe D by Dobson, who made further changes to this copy between 1284 and 1289, 

fifty years after its creation. This person was concerned with standardizing punctuation, 
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which is in itself admirable, but his other edits were not helpful. He did not seem to have 

a grasp of earlier English alphabets; he did not recognize the letter ð, for example. But his 

attempted edits show that the Cleopatra MS was still in active, meaningful circulation, 

even after the author was almost certainly no longer alive to supervise changes made to it. 

Dobson posits that there were enough copies of Ancrene Wisse circulating at this time 

that Scribe D could keep a now-lost manuscript to hand as an exemplar. Earlier copies 

were so scarce that the Cleopatra and Vitellius F scribes had to share and swap sections, 

by this time in the life of AW, Scribe D had the luxury of a complete exemplar to himself. 

In addition to punctuation, he added Biblical citations. He also returned to the text to add 

the end of Part 7 after a leaf of the manuscript was lost. This scribe made his corrections 

after the Cleopatra MS had made its way to the library of Augustinian nuns at 

Canonsleigh, and his work was almost entirely disregarded by subsequent scribes. His 

notes, according to Dobson, are “numerous…but for the most part unimportant” 

(Cleopatra cxi). 

The mature, mouvante power of Ancrene Wisse was able to overcome even a 

well-meaning but ineffective scribe. This was, of course, just one manuscript among what 

must have been many about a hundred years after the text’s composition; the others 

would have had their own strengths and weaknesses, as well as their own adaptations for 

different audiences. Yet the core of AW remained, no matter how it was copied. Even if 

the outer rule, which was written for lay women who were unfamiliar with the day-to-day 

practices of their new profession, was stripped away for a more general reader or a 

professed nun, the inner rule remained—as the author intended for both his book and his 

audience. The vocabulary could be localized, as it was in the Nero MS, while the heart of 
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the message remained intact. The pronouns could be changed to male and the contents 

arranged to suit an audience of monks, and it would still be recognizable as Ancrene 

Wisse. Even in fragmentary form, scholars have found its distinctive prose within other 

manuscripts or, as with the Lanhydrock fragment dated to the first half of the fourteenth 

century, on a single leaf of parchment.  

Part of its lasting charm lies in its style, particularly if read aloud to oneself—a 

common practice in Ancrene Wisse’s lifetime—or to one’s servants or listeners at the 

squint, a narrow window connecting the anchoress to the outside world. The rich 

metaphors and Bible stories that are meant to serve as guides for living, known as 

exempla, were vividly described, but the text was not written in a way that invites 

performance or improvisation (Gunn, Pastoral Literature 110–1). Even today, readers 

find that “[t]he rhythmic language delights the ear and contorts the tongue when read 

aloud” (Wellesley 224).  

Though vernacular literacy was growing among the wealthy, it was far from 

universal for both men and women. The AW author expected the book to be read by 

educated anchoresses for themselves and to the uneducated, a practice that would have 

spread the popularity of AW outside the anchoritic community. Illiterate anchoresses may 

have the text read to them by the priest through the squint looking into the chapel. 

(Remember, too, that Goscelin hoped that if Eve had no room in her cell for a small 

library, someone would hold books up to her squint for her to read.) A priest who read 

this book aloud would be likely to recommend it to other priests who were reading to 

anchoresses in the same manner, and possibly to abbeys for monks and nuns. 

In these decades when lay literacy increased, production of copies of Ancrene 
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Wisse also increased, and “the devotional life of the laity became more book centered” 

(Edden 48). The audience for religious literature was “expected to wish to choose for 

themselves” [italics hers] what they wanted to read (Wogan-Browne, “Time to Read” 70). 

Once they settled on the next text to read, anchoresses had to schedule time for 

contemplative reading. It is easy to assume, from a modern point of view, that 

anchoresses had nothing but time, which is somewhat true. But each anchoress followed 

the liturgy of the hours from matins to compline “as ha haueð iwriten ham” (“as she has 

written them”; Part 1 l. 86) and attended mass from her cell by listening and watching 

through the interior squint. Anchoresses also spent much time in contemplative prayer, so 

while they did have time to read, they had to fit this activity in around their other 

devotional and vocational activities as lay religious women. 

Not all of their activities were sanctioned by the texts, including gossip, an 

extracurricular activity that may have spread the popularity of Ancrene Wisse. When a 

modern person first learns of the anchoritic practice, in which people were ritualistically 

declared dead to the world and enclosed in small cells for the rest of their lives, it is 

natural to assume these “dead” people did not speak to others. Reading the instructions 

given to anchoresses, however, reveals that they were, if not chatty, then at least in 

communication with others. Their cells were attached to churches, which were often 

located in the heart of the town. From this location, they enjoyed both “social centrality 

as well as the religious authority” (Bledsoe 39). Their social and religious capital gave 

their book recommendations (and maybe their gossip) more weight with lay readers. The 

texts written for anchoresses presented an ideal for the audience to strive for, although 

this ideal was not always part of an anchoress’s everyday life. “Manuals such as Ælred's 
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or Ancrene Wisse, with their devotional recommendations, may mislead us into thinking 

that a recluse did nothing but pray and occupy her time with psalms” (Licence 109). 

Given the extensive lists in Part 8 of AW, it’s clear that anchoresses were doing far more 

and in some instances needed to be reined in. They are advised to “[n]e makie ʒe nane 

gestunges” (“not host any entertainments”; l. 41), which suggests at least some 

anchoresses held soirees. They are told not to hoard belongings in order to give them 

away, lest people notice that they have excess. They are to keep no animals “bute cat 

ane” (“except one cat”; l. 91), presumably for its mouse-catching abilities as much as for 

companionship and warmth in the winter. They could repair clothing for the poor but not 

sew any accessories “forte freondin ow wið” (“to make friends with”; l. 67). There are 

explicit instructions for managing and educating the two allotted servants, and advice to 

“reden to ower wummen euche wike” (“read to your women each week”) their duties (ll. 

297–8). And the anchoresses themselves were to read some of Ancrene Wisse “euche dei 

leasse oðer mare” (“every day, more or less”; l. 336). Reading supplemented prayer in 

keeping the anchoress focused on her spiritual practice rather than her role at the physical 

and spiritual center of the town’s religious society. 

Anchoresses were so central to town life that “in some cases it must have been a 

challenge to maintain a contemplative vocation in the midst of the urban bustle” (Jones 

50). It was such a challenge that it seems to have been almost impossible; imagery and 

aphorisms depicting the anchoresses as gossip queens abounded in many of the texts for 

and about them: “Ancrene Wisse enlarged upon Ælred's complaint against the ubiquitous 

crone who fed the recluse every titbit of gossip: a cackling magpie. The phenomenon had 

resulted in a saying: ‘You can hear the news from a mill or market, a smithy, or an 
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anchor-hold’” (Licence 108). One of the anchoresses’ two servants was to be an older 

woman who acted as a gatekeeper: “Na mon ne leot[e] in” (“Let no man in”; Part 8 l. 37), 

while the younger servant was not to even talk to men unless absolutely necessary as she 

ran errands for her mistress. Just after this passage, the author clarifies that these women 

are not to bring gossip into the anchorhold: 

Nowðer of þe wummen ne beore from hare dame, ne ne bringe to hire 
nane idele talen ne neowe tidings, ne bitweonen ham seolf ne singen ne ne 
speoken nane worldliche spechen, ne lahhen swa ne pleien þet ei mon þet 
hit sehe mahte hit to uuel turnen. (ll. 241–246) 

Neither of the women should take from her mistress nor bring to her any 
idle tales of new tidings, nor between themselves sing or speak any 
worldly words, nor laugh in joy that a man that sees her might turn her 
toward evil.  

In contrast to their symbolic death to the outside world, “it was an unwise recluse 

that entered her cell to achieve peace and quiet” (Licence 108). The anchorhold in some 

cases served as “a sort of bank, post office, school house, shop, and newspaper—services 

which today are provided mainly by public and quasi-public institutions” (Hasenfratz 7). 

The function of lending library or even book club could be added to that list, given the 

evidence of books being shared among anchoresses in a community and the author’s 

admonition in the text toward an anchoress who does not share her books:  

Þe ancre þe wearnde anoþer a cwaer to lane, f[e]or ha hefde heoneward 
hire bileaue ehe. (Part 4 ll. 989–90) 

The anchoress who denied a request to lend a quire to another, had her eye 
of faith far from here.  

Note that here the author specifically mentions lending another a quire, which is a section 

of a bound book. In the case of the Nero manuscript, each part was carefully laid out to fit 

one quire, so anchoresses could have shared the AW text part by part, much as the 

translator and scribe of the Cleopatra and the earliest French translation did. This lending 
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library aspect of the anchoritic cell is maybe surprising, given the presumed solitude of 

the vocation. Anchoresses operated as a community—all facing in one direction—rather 

than being completely isolated from each other or from the outside world. 

While Latin education among women was on the decline and demand for 

vernacular literature for women readers was increasing, Ancrene Wisse found yet another 

audience: clerics and monks “who might have disdained to read it in the vernacular” 

(Innes-Parker 158). In the early fourteenth century, Latin translations of the text were 

created for a literati male audience. A Latin translation now known as the Merton 

manuscript, created in the first half of the fourteenth century, was the basis for at least 

three other copies. The Latin-language Vitellius E manuscript, which was based on the 

Merton MS, is one of the few manuscripts that can be attributed a particular person, in 

this case Simon of Ghent (Innes-Parker 155). Though few Latin manuscripts remain 

today, there is mouvant textual evidence of at least one Latin translation of Ancrene 

Wisse that’s now lost, so as with the English and French editions, there were almost 

certainly more than these four in circulation (Innes-Parker 158).  

This linguistic shift to suit particular audiences was happening across genres; 

Ancrene Wisse was but one popular example of the practice. “Before about 1350 the 

majority of such works (especially the more complex ones) were written for professional 

religious, often nuns or anchoresses, many of whom were personally known to the 

writers, and to write in English was thus to write for a smaller imagined audience than 

was addressed in the language of universal (clerical) access, Latin” (Watson, 

“Censorship” 837). At the same time, French joined Latin in its declining usage in texts 

intended for a wider lay readership of men and women as non-literati readers requested 
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more books in vernacular English.  

The mid-fourteenth century also saw the production of the Gonville and Caius 

manuscript, which is often referred to as the Caius MS. This version brings together 

lengthy extracts from Parts 2 through 7—the inner rule—“rearranged in what seems a 

completely haphazard order” (Dobson, Origins 296). Dobson concludes that this copy is 

so idiosyncratic that it might have been made for the personal use of the scribe as an aide 

for his sermons.  

In the full maturity of its adulthood, Ancrene Wisse continued to be a mouvant 

text, changing as its audience’s needs and interests changed, while anchoresses occupied 

a liminal space between the professed religious in their abbeys and the faithful outside the 

anchorhold. Both the text and the audience adapted as the culture shifted. Anchoresses 

were “responding to their local context: the spiritual life of the Christian communities 

into which they were born” (Edden 49). Neither Ancrene Wisse nor its primary audience 

was firmly fixed, whether on the page or within the religious hierarchy, yet both 

maintained an authority in religious and lay communities.  

Anchoritism reached its height in the fourteenth century, with a total of 214 

people recorded as living enclosed lives in England. Of these, 91 are known to have been 

women and 41 men, with the remaining 77 not having their gender noted in the records 

(Warren 192). If that ratio holds, with women outnumbering men two to one, there could 

have been as many as 122 women practitioners in this century. This growth in popularity 

came despite anchoresses being without a canonical rule to follow and therefore without 

the same official church protection as monks and nuns. Their status as religious 

practitioners was fluid and uncertain while their position within the community was 



 

63 

central and respected. As literacy and religious education reached more people outside 

the abbeys, anchorites “increasingly colonised the ‘grey areas’ in and around established 

ecclesiastical structures” (Jones 6).  

This gray area allowed anchoresses to develop their minds as well as their souls in 

a way not available to women living with their families, and they could share their 

development with the surrounding community. “Ancrene Wisse recognizes, and even 

creates a space for, the intellectual virtuosity of enclosed holy women, who frequently 

came to imitate and even rival the authority of the local clergy by developing their 

function as spiritual instructors to those who visited the anchoritic cell” (Easterling 88). 

The text warns women to not “forwurðe scolmeistre, ne turnen ancrehus to childrene 

scole“ (“degenerate into a schoolmistress, nor turn the anchorhold into a children’s 

school”; Part 8 ll. 197–8), but it also allows the anchoress’s servant to teach a young girl 

if she would otherwise be taught with men and boys. The anchoress “mei sum rihten ant 

helpen to learen” (“may correct and help to educate someone”; Part 8 l. 201).  

Through their squints, through their servants, and sometimes through a visiting 

room attached to the anchorhold, “lay and religious women were in frequent contact with 

each other; there were ties of family that led to gifts and bequests of books” (Edden 47). 

There is evidence in wills that women passed books on to their daughters or nieces, some 

of whom could have been anchoresses. Likewise, anchoresses could have left books to 

their educated female family members. “Anthologies commissioned for lay readers were 

often ‘common profit’ books; that is, they were intended for circulation amongst a circle 

of friends and, at the death of the original commissioner, they would be left to someone, 

to continue the circulation for the spiritual profit or benefit of others” (Gunn, Pastoral 
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Literature 188). Powerful and wealthy women, such as Margaret Beaufort, mother of 

Henry II, commissioned scribes to create religious works and had close relationships with 

at least two anchoresses (Jones 59), likely increasing their available reading materials.  

Books were still “precious objects available to few” in the fourteenth century, but 

they were moving from religious communities out into lay communities in this era of 

growing vernacular literacy (Bledsoe 38). This was particularly true in the area where 

Ancrene Wisse was born, the West Midlands near the Welsh border. The scriptorium of a 

local monastery in the area, supposed by many scholars to the be the AW author’s own 

monastery, specialized in the production of new books as well as copies. Wealthy 

families in the surrounding area “are likely non-anchoritic owners of these Early Middle 

English manuscripts” (Bledsoe 38). 

Though anchoresses were restricted to their cells, the text was free to go forth into 

the wider world, where it continued to find an eager audience. “AW and its associated 

texts reworked their sources, made their way out of their specialized community into the 

popular domain and find parallels within the romances and other genres” (Savage 45). 

The use of the knightly Christ figure in Part 7 appealed to readers in England as a story of 

love for and from Christ, but in casting Christ as a knight, it allowed those in England 

who could not fight to participate vicariously in the era’s crusades. The chivalric Christ 

appealed, too, to lay readers of Arthurian literature. Christ woos pious women to love 

him, laying out his finest and most chivalric qualities:  

Nam Ich þinge feherest? Nam Ich kinge richest? Nam Ich hest icunnet? 
Nam Ich weolie wisest? Nam Ich monne hendest? Nam Ich þeonge 
freoest? 

Am I not the fairest thing? Am I not the richest of kings? Am I not of the 
highest birth? Am I not the wisest of the wise? Am I not the most chivalric 
man? Am I not the most generous of men? 
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The author continues this speech by having Christ draw a parallel between a common 

idiom and his physical reality that borders on the dry English wit often associated with 

the modern era: 

—for swa me seið bi large mon þe ne con nawt edladen, þet he haueð þe 
honden, as mine beoð, iþurlet. (Part 7, ll. 187–89) 

for as I’ve heard them say, a generous man cannot hold anything, as if his 
hands were, as mine are, pierced. 

The knightly Christ section, “can be read with pleasure and profit by anyone,” in 

Dobson’s opinion (Origins 256), and given the popularity of AW, it seems that it was.  

There is further evidence in the text that AW was always intended to move out of 

the anchorhold, it contains information for women who clearly are not enclosed. Part 4 

lists several actions under the sin of sloth that enclosed women would be very unlikely to 

perform, including not paying tithes and withholding wages from workers. The section on 

lust mentions practicing contraception or abortion: 

Þe dronc drunch oðer ei þing dude hwerþurh na child ne schulde beon on 
hire estreonet, oðer þet istreoneded schulde forwurðen, nis ðis strong 
monslaht of galnesse awakenet? (Part 4, 459-61) 

Anyone who drank a potion or did anything so that no child should be in 
her womb, or that offspring should be aborted, is this not definite 
manslaughter awakened by lust? 

By the late fourteenth century, the religious landscape was changing, and the 

Pepys manuscript that was created at this time reflects the continually shifting needs of 

AW’s audience. This MS addresses both men and women, and it is sympathetic to the 

Lollard movement, a precursor to Protestantism that was considered heretical by Rome. 

The Lollards were descendants of the followers of John Wycliffe, who was credited with 

translating the Bible from the Latin Vulgate into vernacular English for communal study 

outside the church, among other heresies. Not only did these activities countermand basic 
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teachings such as disbelief in transubstantiation, but “individuals might learn literacy as 

well as the salvation of the word” (Aston 2005). Wycliffe’s followers were also in part 

responsible for the Peasant’s Revolt of 1381, further evidence of antiauthoritarian 

sentiment, both governmental and religious, at work in England. Wycliffe, for his part, 

officially denounced the revolt, but he was accused of heresy by Rome in 1382 for his 

translation of the Bible.  

The Pepys manuscript’s date of composition was squarely in the middle of this 

upheaval, “somewhere between the Peasants’ Revolt in 1381 and the first burning of a 

Lollard in 1401” (Von Nolcken 178), and Ancrene Wisse is included here under the title 

Recluse. The Pepys MS is not considered an exemplary text by most scholars, and it has 

been little studied over the centuries. The texts collected in this manuscript were intended 

to be read aloud, likely by lay gentry with Lollard sympathies (Von Nolcken 175). But 

there is evidence of Lollard anchoresses during this era as well, including a woman 

enclosed in Northampton named Amy Palmer and a Matilda in Leicester (Jones 157), and 

the Pepys MS may point to Ancrene Wisse’s ability to shift its shape yet again to meet the 

needs of a new audience. The Pepys MS has quite a bit of additional interpolated 

material, such as mystical content and Apocalyptic visions (Von Nolcken 177), and Parts 

7 (the knightly Christ) and 8 (the outer rule) have been edited out for the most part.   

In these later years of its active and mouvant life, Ancrene Wisse developed more 

of an influence among reformist communities like these early Lollards. The text was 

“gradually morphing here into a work whose natural readership is the laity” (Watson, 

“Empowerment” 66). As such, “it provided reflections on such themes as they applied to 

the most theoretically problematic category of devout person, female solitaries, and did 



 

67 

so in a vernacular medium that by the later period had itself become a bone of theological 

contention” (Watson, “Religious Reform” 199). 
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Chapter V 

Old Age 

Despite the major shifts in Christian worship that were already taking place at the 

turn of the fourteenth century, Ancrene Wisse still held a place within the traditional 

Roman church, as the elaborate Vernon manuscript shows. Created in the late fourteenth 

century, it is a massive, richly decorated tome that was likely a display copy. It weighs 

nearly fifty pounds and so would be more onerous to transport than most books. This was 

a far cry the small volumes made for anchoresses to share, quire by quire, with their 

community in the book’s early years. The Vernon MS contains almost all of Ancrene 

Wisse, though a few folios have been lost to time, and possibly to post-Reformation 

Protestant zeal (Zettersten xiii). Even with this rich treatment, AW remains mouvant and 

responsive to the needs of its contemporary audience. In addition to AW, the manuscript 

contains a Middle English translation of Ælred’s De Institutione Inclusarum as well as 

Piers Plowman, another famous work that had been recently composed—a classic, a best 

seller, and the latest literary hit. Even with these crowd-pleasing texts, there is an 

acknowledgment of the heretical wolf at the church door when the scribe who created this 

manuscript mentions “Lollard proposals for Church disendowment” in another section of 

the book (Zettersten xii). The Vernon MS was adapted for a wider audience beyond 

religious women (Robertson, “Savoring Scientia” 123), though the presence of both 

Ancrene Wisse and De Institutione Inclusarum indicates the collection may have been 

originally intended for a female audience (Ayto and Barrett xviii).  
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The illuminated and highly decorated Vernon manuscript represents the pinnacle 

of AW’s fame and fortune, a text revered in its last days for all it had done in its lifetime. 

It had grown from its beginnings as “the humble, working-class manuscripts of Nero, 

Titus, and Cleopatra, likely intended for individual readers; [to] the highly polished 

Corpus manuscript; and then, by the turn of the fifteenth century, in the deluxe Vernon 

manuscript. Broadly viewed, as the text grew increasingly important, so too did its 

vehicles” (Hall, “At Work in the Anchorhold” 13). It had become a “spiritual ‘classic’” 

that continued to be quoted for another hundred years (Zettersten xxii).  

Though they lived simple, secluded lives, anchoresses themselves could also 

achieve importance and fame, and “[s]ome anchoresses achieved enough celebrity that 

they were sought out as spiritual advisors” (Hasenfratz 7). Christina of Markyate and 

Julian of Norwich were—and are—renowned examples, but they both lived very late in 

the anchoritic era. There’s no evidence that Julian read Ancrene Wisse—she does not 

mention it—but she would have encountered the many works that were influenced by this 

text (Innes-Parker 161). Women like Christina and Julian were recluses in the fifteenth 

century, just before the Reformation would for all intents and purposes set anchorites 

(and monks and nuns) free, whether they wanted to be free or not. These women, along 

with the Vernon MS, are akin to anchoritic supernovas, last bright flashes of pious fame 

and illustrated fortune before the whole practice goes dark under Henry VIII.  

However, one final manuscript remains. The latest extant manuscript to be 

produced is known as the Royal MS, created in the early 1400s by a preacher named 

William Lichfield. It contains versions of Parts 2 and 3, which describe the senses as 

guardians of the heart and compares anchoresses to different kinds of birds. These are 
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some of the more imaginative and stylistically innovative passages, but they do not deal 

with more practical spiritual matters, as Part 5 (confession) and Part 6 (penance) do. 

However, they would hold great appeal for the lay audience this text was intended to 

reach. This again shows AW’s ability to maintain its core sensibility even when culture 

and practice are moving away from Roman strictures. Rather than being a faithful edition 

of an earlier copy, such as Corpus, Royal is “freely and crudely rewritten” (Dobson, 

“Affiliations” 134).  

One of the contributing causes of the Ancrene Wisse’s demise as a sought-after 

spiritual guide was the Oxford Constitutions of 1409 issued by Archbishop Arundel, 

which basically forbade the reading of scripture in vernacular languages (Barratt, “Small 

Latin” 55). If reading, or even possessing, vernacular Bibles or translated passages was 

forbidden, then the circulation of AW would have been affected. “The legislation as a 

whole constitutes one of the most draconian pieces of censorship in English history, 

going far beyond its ostensible aim of destroying the Lollard heresy and effectively 

attempting to curtail all sorts of theological thinking and writing in the vernacular” 

(Watson, “Censorship” 826). The constriction of available vernacular lay religious texts, 

coupled with the rise of Lollardy, dimmed the awareness of and popularity of anchoritic 

life for many women. The heyday of both the most widely known anchoritic text and its 

primary audience were past. “No longer was it the ignorance of the laity and their priests 

(ignorancia sacerdotum) that was a matter for concern [for Rome]; it was the laity’s too 

eager pursuit of knowledge” (Watson, “Censorship” 828). 

What was the danger of translation? It allowed those who were not sanctioned or 

professed representatives of the church, those who might not even be literati—including 
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women—to read, to teach, to influence others. Part of the backlash against Wycliffe and 

Lollardy had misogyny built into it: “Writing in the ‘mother tongue’ … implied writing 

for an indeterminate and socially mixed group” (Watson, “Censorship” 838). And this 

group might be anchoresses who turned their anchorholds into schoolhouses despite 

being warned against it, or it might be Lollards who spread vernacular literacy through 

heretical works. 

Any pre-Arundel translations to the vernacular presumably were allowed to 

circulate, or at least were not destroyed: “Article 7 [of the revised Syllabus by Arundel] 

forbids anybody to make any written translation of a text of Scripture into English or 

even to own a copy, without diocesan permission, of any such translation made since 

Wycliffe's time” (Watson, “Censorship” 828). The key phrase for the demise of Ancrene 

Wisse in this passage is “since Wycliffe’s time,” as Wycliffe was accused of heresy late 

in the fourteenth century. By then, all but two of the Middle English manuscripts that we 

know of today, Vernon and Royal, had been produced. The Lollard-leaning Pepys MS 

had been produced at almost the exact same time as the charges of heresy were levied 

against Wycliffe. This ban on the vernacular was meant “to include even single verses 

translated in written form as well as the Wycliffite Bible itself” (Watson, “Censorship” 

829). A possible defense of AW against this ban would be the fact that its author 

translated many verses from Latin, as his first readers were not literati and knew only the 

most common verses and prayers by rote. 

Copies of Ancrene Wisse, at least in part, were made well into the 1400s and up 

until the dissolution (Wada 12). In the fourteenth and fifteenth centuries, women in 

wealthy families had reading circles that discussed and recommended books, and the 
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women would share books within the circle, something many women still do (Innes-

Parker 152). And Tolkien points to evidence on the pages of the Corpus manuscript 

showing that this text “was read again carefully in the sixteenth century” (Corpus xviii). 

AW not only took advantage of literary and religious trends to extend its reach, it 

set trends that would ripple outward in centuries to come. “In using and adapting Latin 

literature in a vernacular work intended for a lay or semi-regular audience in the first half 

of the thirteenth century, the author of Ancrene Wisse was at the forefront of the 

dissemination of pastoralia” (Gunn, Pastoral Literature 175). This text set the stage for 

the tone and style of religious literature in English. Due to the widespread popularity of 

AW, later authors understood that lay readers took the anchoresses’ striving for spiritual 

perfection as an example to follow. The AW author’s intent in creating the inner rule bore 

fruit decades later, when religious texts made the contemplative life available to all. 

Without having to wall themselves into an anchorhold, readers were invited by these later 

authors to “imagine themselves as separated from the wider Christian community” and to 

become “spiritual equivalents of solitaries” (Watson, “Religious Reform” 209). The inner 

rule is inalienable and can be carried within the recluse’s heart; the outer rule was only in 

place to support this spiritual core of the anchoress and the Ancrene Rule, and by 

extension lay readers. 

Beginning in the fourteenth century, new books also took up the stylistic 

framework of Ancrene Wisse, which itself was influenced by Goscelin’s and Ælred’s 

works. They were “written to a ‘personally known recipient’, while also acknowledging 

other readers” (Gunn, Pastoral Literature 177). Other texts, such as Form of Living by 

Richard Rolle composed in 1348, were written in response to Ancrene Wisse. Rolle 
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addressed “a particular affectivity and materiality associated with English devotion, first 

clearly seen in Ancrene Wisse … a text Rolle certainly knew in some form, and seen in its 

later and altered form through Rolle. …” (Brown 122). Rolle could assume his audience 

was familiar with Ancrene Wisse and would recognize where he was in agreement with 

that text and where he disagreed: “Where the author of Ancrene Wisse advises fasting, 

waking, and pain, Rolle notes that it, too, can be a vice, a temptation” (Brown 125).  

That same year, 1348, the Black Death reached the shores of England and spread 

across the country over the next two years. The Pope had been in Avignon for nearly fifty 

years at this point, and the Catholic church was still dealing with this crisis—particularly 

in England. Parish priests suffered losses during these years as their duties required them 

to visit the ill in their homes, a duty anchoresses did not have (Edden 41). The arrival of 

so much misery and death caused many people to turn toward mysticism and movements 

like Lollardy, as well as toward anchoresses as spiritual instructors. 

Though Ancrene Wisse’s popularity seems to have declined in its third century 

with the rise of the Lollard movement, the anchoritic practice continued until the 

dissolution of the monasteries under Henry VIII in the mid-sixteenth century. During the 

fifteenth century, the total number of anchorites remained steady at 204, similar to the 

total in the previous century, with twice as many women taking up the practice as men. In 

the sixteenth century, there is a steep and entirely predictable drop to a total of 68 known 

anchorites: just 37 women, 27 men, and 4 whose gender is not identifiable in the records 

(Warren 192). The options for religious devotional practice, particularly in the vernacular 

and outside abbeys and anchorholds, were rapidly expanding, and the necessity of living 

an enclosed life seemed to become less popular even before it was banned altogether.  
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While anchoritism suffered the same fate as monasteries, the practice was not 

officially dissolved by the crown as the monasteries were. Since the anchorites followed 

no formal rule or order, there was nothing to dissolve. Anchorites were in many cases 

turned out of their cells and placed in other living situations, in at least one case including 

a shop for the former anchoress to support herself. “They just fizzled out” (Jones 177).
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Chapter VI  

Death 

Recluses moved from the heart of their religious and social community to being 

figures used in literature as symbols of a bygone medieval era in works like Spenser’s 

Faerie Queene and Milton’s Il Penseroso. In the eighteenth century, reverence for the 

reclusive life had fallen so far out of mainstream favor that false hermitages were used as 

decorative elements in landscape gardening (Jones 178). The days of Ancrene Wisse 

being a useful document for practicing anchoresses and the laypeople who admired their 

devotion were over, and the production of new copies, either manuscripts or printed and 

published copies, ceased for 350 years.   

Though Ancrene Wisse was effectively dead for a time, libraries became the 

location of its purgatory. Librarians and owners of the texts left their marks, literally, in 

the manuscripts. The Corpus manuscript, for example, has the name John Mannyng 

written in it, and archbishop of Canterbury under Elizabeth I, Matthew Parker, left his 

telltale red chalk marks on several of its pages (Tolkien, Corpus xviii). This manuscript 

was given to Corpus Christi College at Cambridge in 1575, on the death of the 

archbishop. In the eighteenth century, Edward Lye used the Corpus MS to make notes on 

Anglo-Saxon philology, which was the last “evidence of engagement” with this particular 

text before its being published (Edwards 110). 

The Cleopatra manuscript came to Robert Talbot of Norwich after the dissolution 

in the sixteenth century, and from his library it made its way to famed eighteenth-century 
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book collector Sir Robert Bruce Cotton, who also had both the Cleopatra and Nero 

manuscripts. His librarian Richard James left a note in Nero regarding his “antiquarian 

and historical concerns, concerns far removed from the spiritual ones of the work itself” 

(Edwards 110). This was at the height of the Enlightenment era in Europe, when studying 

texts for evidence of literary history and philosophical thought was prized, though the 

English Enlightenment was muted in comparison. Cotton’s collection included the 

Vitellius E manuscript as well, which contained a Latin translation (and is distinct from 

the French Vitellius F manuscript). This copy had a storied life of its own, as it was 

previously in the library of Henry VIII and later suffered damage in the famous 

Ashburnham fire of 1731, when Cotton’s library went up in flames.  

Wada notes that in addition to the above, in the early seventeenth century 

antiquarian Thomas Allen had one of the English manuscripts, possibly Caius, and 

Justice of the Peace George Wilmer had the French Trinity manuscript in Middlesex. 

Another antiquarian who had converted to Catholicism, John Theyer, had an English 

manuscript in the mid-1600s. Around the same time, William Moore, a professor of 

Greek and Hebrew, owned an English manuscript and bequeathed it to his alma mater, 

the Gonville and Caius College, Cambridge. Famed diarist Samuel Pepys had an English 

copy, the Lollard Recluse manuscript that now bears his name (7). 

Before the advent of the printing press, many manuscripts—including Corpus—

had inscriptions that protected the abbey if it wished to “alienate” a book—gift it or sell it 

on. In Corpus, as in other texts, the exact phrase is: “‘uel titulum hunc maliciose 

deleuerit’ (“got rid of this title without malicious intent”; Tolkien, Corpus xvii). Abbey 

libraries, like modern libraries, did not keep every book indefinitely. Inscriptions like 
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these protected the abbey when it—again, like modern libraries—needed to sell books to 

raise funds. 

It is due to the efforts of people like Cotton and Pepys that we have as many 

copies of Ancrene Wisse (along with other Old and Middle English texts) in the twenty-

first century as we do. If a total of seventeen full manuscripts and fragments are extant 

today, there must have been many more copies in circulation in the thirteenth and 

fourteenth centuries, when the book and its reclusive audience were at the height of their 

influence and popularity. It was an important enough book to not only necessitate many 

copies, but to rescue them from the broken-apart monastery libraries and care for them in 

private and university libraries over the centuries. Even so,“[t]he survival-rate of early 

texts is extremely low, partly because of the normal attrition of time, partly because texts 

of this kind were heavily used, continuously revised, and sometimes deliberately 

destroyed when they became obsolete” (Millett, “Origins” 209). Ancrene Wisse’s trove of 

Middle English, innovative idiom and imagery, and literary merit would save it from 

obsolescence and release it from purgatory and into an active afterlife.  
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Chapter VII  

Afterlife 

After the Reformation, Ancrene Wisse was born anew in scholarship. While it was 

lying fallow in libraries, scholars in the Early Modern era studied its language and made 

notes in its pages. The Corpus MS has inscriptions by post-dissolution, pre-industrial-age 

readers. A scribe in the mid-sixteenth century, when the Corpus MS was in the 

possession of Archbishop Parker, wrote on the flyleaf that the manuscript was composed 

“a good time since the Conqueste” (Tolkien, Corpus 2), which is accurate as far as it 

goes. The scribe continued, “In this may be notid howe the English tonge is altered in 

time both in wordes Sentences and Phrases,” evidence that there was an early interest in 

the Ancrene Wisse as a source of English linguistic and lexical history. Though he almost 

certainly did not intend to, the scribe also provides modern scholars with evidence of the 

characteristics of Early Modern English. Parker’s scribe had an interest in words that 

differ in early Middle English and early Modern English, and he adds a short list of such 

terms to the opening pages of the manuscript, including “in witt. for Conscience” and 

“shir heorte. for puer hearte” (2). This early linguistic curiosity regarding the AW text 

remains strong in the twenty-first century. “Latin texts may have had greater intellectual 

authority, and the French ones higher social status, but it is as an early English text that 

Ancrene Wisse is particularly valuable to scholars” (Gunn, Pastoral Literature 183). 

The first printing of Ancrene Wisse came in 1853 courtesy of James Morton, who 

chose to publish the Nero MS, as it is considered to be closest to the author’s holograph 
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due to the mention of the original audience of three sisters. The book quickly became a 

source for philologists mining transitional Middle English works for language, usage, 

grammar, and more from the post-Conquest, pre-Reformation era, a time romanticized as 

medieval England.  

The way Ancrene Wisse was read by scholars, beginning in the mid-nineteenth 

century, reflected the dominant British and American cultures at the time, which were 

white, male, colonial, and capitalist, among other things. Early English language and 

literature, British nationalism, and racism became intertwined in the early studies of 

philology. “Up to the end of the Second World War, the emphasis was on the native 

elements in its style, a tendency influenced by the Germanic philologists who played a 

dominant role in its early study, and reinforced in the period between the two World 

Wars by a strand of English nationalism” (Millett, Annotated Bibliography 21). Ancrene 

Wisse itself was used to bolster ideas of a “master race” and English “originalist” ideas 

among colonialism-minded white people, in particular the English, Germans, and 

Americans. Tolkien praised this older English for its cultivation and for never having 

“fallen back on ‘lewdness’” (106), which adds shades of classism to the mix as well.  

Despite its misuses, Ancrene Wisse filled in a philological gap between Old 

English and later works in Middle English, along with other post-Conquest works, 

including the works of Chaucer. “In the work of the Tolkien and others, the Guide and its 

associated texts became testimony to the continuity (pace the Norman Conquest) of the 

robust, sane, masculine English language” (Wogan-Browne, “Powers of Record” 73). 

Tolkien, as part of his day job as an Oxford professor in the first half of the 

twentieth century, is credited with establishing the AB language used to create Ancrene 
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Wisse and other closely related texts from the same region, such as the Katherine Group 

and Wooing Group. The “A language” was used in all of the Ancrene Wisse manuscripts. 

The “B language” was used for the Katherine Group. Tolkien’s linguistic breakthrough 

was to realize that these were the same language, which he dubbed the AB language. It is 

close to, and possibly identical to, the spoken language of the area where the manuscripts 

were created and copied in the West Midlands, near the border with Wales. “The normal 

result of varied copying in such a period as the Middle English one would be to destroy 

the consistency of language and spelling, unless the scribe or scribes used naturally the 

same language as that of the originals” (“Ancrene Wisse” 107, italics his). Tolkien avers 

that this linguistic regularity is found “nowhere else” (108). However, the “A/B dialect is 

no longer understood to be a self-conscious literary standard” but is likely rather the work 

of one copyist (Watson, Balaam’s Ass 347). Tolkien was one of many scholars to use 

paleographic evidence to date the manuscript, in addition to language and usage, and it is 

through his efforts in the first half of the twentieth century that attention turned from the 

Nero manuscript to Corpus as the most authoritative text for scholarly study. 

Discerning the identity of the author—assumed for much of history to be one 

man—was a point of scholarship beginning at least as early as Morton’s publication of 

the text in the nineteenth century, and the obsession would continue for more than a 

hundred years. In her introduction to the annotated bibliography of Ancrene Wisse, 

Millett lists the men who have at one time or another been posited as the AW author: 

• Simon of Ghent (a popular early theory) 

• Richard Poor (Morton’s theory) 

• Herbert Poor (Cockayne’s theory) 
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• Robert Bacon (McNabb’s theory) 

• The hermit Godwin (Allen’s theory) 

• Gilbert of Sempringham (Hall’s theory) 

• Brian of Lingen (Dobson’s theory) 

In her article “The Origins of Ancrene Wisse: New Answers, New Questions,” 

Bella Millett writes that “The Origins of Ancrene Wisse [by Eric Dobson] was received, 

in Dahood’s words, with ‘admiration mingled with varying degrees of caution and 

skepticism.’” She therefore asks, “How well have his arguments stood the test of time?” 

(207) Not well, she concludes. Herself a student of Dobson’s, Millett admires his clarity 

in stating the problems of the research into AW’s origins, and he does lay out a clear path 

toward his conclusion that Brian of Lingen, a monk in the West Midlands, put pen to 

parchment to write this book. It’s worth noting, too, that Dobson pins down the identity 

of Brian of Lingen using anagrams and cryptography. These forms of wordplay were 

certainly popular in medieval literature, but they were also very much on the minds of 

people living during the Cold-War era of spycraft, including Dobson. He briefly traces 

the history of encrypted information and signatures in medieval works, including the 

signature line in the roughly contemporary Piers Plowman and the much earlier poems of 

Cynewulf. In the course of his cryptographic analysis of Ancrene Wisse, Dobson writes, 

“The code can be broken” (Origins 344), clearly a man of his time. Dobson did have the 

wisdom to be a bit embarrassed by his obsession with the authorial question and his 

means of determining the monk’s identity, admitting that he was “rather secretive” about 

his project in his preface to Origins. However, it is worth recalling that Dobson left room 

in his wide-ranging published papers on Ancrene Wisse for anchoresses to be scribes and 
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possibly coauthors of this text. 

Scholars have often tried to impose an industrial-age sense of authorship or 

ownership on medieval texts like Ancrene Wisse, whose mouvance can make it 

challenging to pin down the “authoritative” manuscript, let alone an anonymous author. It 

was no wonder that Dobson put his immense knowledge of medieval literature in general 

and the AW manuscripts in particular to find a Brian of Lingen in the post–World War II 

period of capitalist growth, the myth of the self-made man, and copyright practices in the 

West. Nor is it surprising that more than fifty years later, scholars have been handily 

undoing the “fact” of Brian, though the vast majority of Dobson’s other work on AW, 

particularly the relationships between the manuscripts, still withstands the scrutiny of 

more recent scholarship. “There have been several attempts to name the author of 

Ancrene Wisse,” Dobson himself wrote, “all remarkably unsuccessful: attributions to men 

born, or living, in the wrong places at the wrong dates and belonging to the wrong orders 

or to none” (Origins 321). In her reassessment of Dobson’s work, Millet rules out Brian 

as author altogether, saying, “The author, audience, and place of composition of Ancrene 

Wisse are still unidentified, and perhaps unidentifiable” (“Origins” 220). And as early as 

1929, Tolkien wrote, “‘By whom’ and ‘for whom’ are sentimental questions, and 

knowledge at any rate of the latter is not likely to have any importance to scholarship. 

Neither is likely to be answered with certainty by any form of research, short of 

miraculous luck” (“Ancrene Wisse and Hali Meiðhad” 116). Scholars have thus turned 

away from identifying the author or the three sisters, instead accepting an anonymous and 

perhaps collective or collaborative authorial process. (Tolkien again: “The ‘dear sisters’ 

are as little likely to have left a record in this world” as Chaucer’s medieval Canterbury 
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pilgrims—who were, of course, fictional characters [“Ancrene Wisse” 116]). Likewise, 

determining the original version of this mouvant text or “the ‘best’ in some quasi-moral 

sense” is a modern preoccupation, not one that would have occurred to many readers or 

scribes during AW’s lifetime (Gunn, “Modern Lay Person’s Guide” 1). 

As with most academic disciplines, late twentieth-century scholarship turned a 

feminist lens on medieval studies. Ancrene Wisse was often read during this period of 

scholarship through a presentist lens, with the intent to examine the author’s attitude 

toward his audience using modern feminist ideals as a framework. Most scholars 

unsurprisingly found the AW author lacking in modern feminist ideals, even calling him 

and the text itself anti-feminist while acknowledging that the author and audience 

inhabited a different culture. “It is not enough to ask if Ancrene Wisse is misogynistic. 

One needs to ask whether it is helpful or relevant to ask this question, and on what 

grounds would the question, if asked, be answered?” (Gunn, “Modern Lay Person’s 

Guide” 3). 

Feminist readings continued into the twenty-first century, but there has been a 

shift away from presentism and toward the audience for the book—particularly the 

women who were its first intended readers and the culture they inhabited. Before this 

point in the scholarship, “the question of audience has received markedly less 

consideration than that of authorship” (Millett, Annotated Bibliography 15), as seen in the 

decades-long search for the author’s identity. During those decades, many (but not all, 

Emily Hope Allen being the most prominent) Middle English scholars were men, so they 

turned their attention to the mystery of the male author rather than the unnamed sisters or 

the wider anchoritic audience. “It looks as if the female audience of the Group, dismissed 
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by Tolkien as ‘not likely to have any importance to scholarship,’ will ultimately prove 

him wrong by sustaining academic interest in the study of the Group into the 21st 

century” (Millett, Annotated Bibliography 44). 

The audience for Ancrene Wisse continues to be an important area of scholarship, 

as does the materiality of the manuscripts and the anchorholds where anchoresses 

resided. Technological innovations have allowed for detailed scans of the pages of the 

manuscripts, which have been made available to scholars around the world. 

Archaeological practices have offered insights into the physical spaces occupied by 

anchoresses, though there are few remnants of these cells remaining. Material culture 

scholars continue to investigate the surroundings of the anchoresses, from the books they 

may have had and shared to the clothing they were permitted to wear. 

Ancrene Wisse had illustrious parents to provide its nature and a turbulent culture 

to nurture it. It was born under anonymous but not unknown circumstances, and it 

quickly grew to become a popular text. In its adulthood, it spread its influence across 

England, its popularity increasing in tandem with the spread and influence of its 

anchoritic audience. Its middle age coincided with the height of the Middle Ages, and its 

death came with the death of the Catholic Church in England. After a period spent in 

purgatory on the shelves of libraries, it is now experiencing a vibrant afterlife as a subject 

of scholarly study, offering insights into a religious practice quite foreign to us today, a 

form of religious and cultural power afforded to women, and a bridge between the oldest 

and newest eras of the English language.   
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Me were leouere, Godd hit wite, do me toward Rome þen forte biginnene hit eft forte 

donne.2 

—Cambridge, Corpus Christi College, MS 402 

 
2 It would be more agreeable to me, God as my witness, to start toward Rome [to report to the Pope] than to 
begin doing this again. 
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