WEA COLCHESTER 2008-9                Class 6                      Nov. 14

THE CHURCH IN ROMAN BRITAIN AND THE QUESTION OF CONTINUITY

1.   THE CHURCH IN ROMAN BRITAIN
Constantine and the adoption of Christianity as the religion of the Roman Empire.

Battle of the Milvian Bridge – Peace of the Church 312/3.

How do we know about Christianity in Roman Britain?

Documentary

314 Council of Arles – presence of 3 British bishops (London, York, Lincoln or Colchester): also later at Serdica, Rimini (poor)

Churches

Silchester                                                                                             OHP

Richborough (wooden)

Colchester  (martyrium? outside walls)                                              OHP/Slide

Uley                                                                                                      OHP

Icklingham                                                                                            OHP      

also baptisteries, fonts (Ivy Chimneys, Silchester, Icklingham, ?Colchester)          

                                                                                                                     OHP

West-east burials

Butt Road                                                                                              OHP

Poundbury (no. of burials would indicate quarter to fifth of popn. of

 Dorchester were Christian)

Christian symbols

Peacocks – on belt sets and other (mosaic – Leicester)                          Slide

Mosaics (Hinton St. Mary, Frampton)                                                   Slide

Chi-rho symbols  (pot such as Colchester)                                             

Lead tanks – baptismal?                                                                         OHP

Hoards (Water Newton)                                                                          Slide

Wall-paintings

Lullingstone (with “secret” room)                                                           Slide  

How widespread was Christianity in Roman Britain? 

Distribution of Christian objects mainly east Midlands/W. Suffolk, Thames estuary,

 Hadrian’s Wall area.

BUT did Christianity manifest itself differently in west (not so heavily Romanised) and east? did worship take place in house churches?

Town or country? probably towns first, spreading more gradually to countryside

BUT mosaics in villas in the west (although here we see variety of religious allegiance – Orphism, Bacchic cult                                                              

Which classes adopted it?

DEBATE – upper classes (villas, towns as centres of romanitas)

                 - lower classes (a religion of the oppressed, persecuted; Pelagianism as

                     revolutionary): militant followers of St. Martin COULD have been 

                     involved in bacaudae (Gaul) – note dedication to St. Martin at

                     Canterbury.

2.   WHAT HAPPENED 410-597?
EVIDENCE

Documentary – Gildas (early C6) – rural west; monk; “providential” history; BUT

                           writing from an indisputably Christian background, regarded 

                           paganism as belonging to antiquity.

                       - Bede (early C8) – north-east; monk; “providential” history BUT aim 

                           to stress achievements of Roman church AND writing much later, 

                           using Gildas among others

                       - Life of St. Germanus (and Bede) – visit of Germanus to combat

                           Pelagian heresy (Pelagians “ostentatiously dressed”; Alleluia victory)

                           Implied existence of shrine to St. Alban.

Ireland              Life of St. Patrick – a Roman Christian (father a deacon, grandfather a 

                           presbyter) – mission to Ireland 432-460 where he established an 

                          organisation on the Roman model (was he the only bishop? sources 

                          unclear)  also 

                        St. Brigit (455-525) – established large monastery (women) near 

                         residence of King of Leinster and

                         Euda (late C5) – founded monastery on Aran, preferring remoteness

                         ie – escaping world rather than trying to reform it through proximity 

                         to power.

Wales               Samson (mid C6) - pupil of Illtud’s school at Llantwit – travelled to

                          Ireland, Cornwall, Brittany re-invigorating worldly monasteries

Scotland           Ninian c.400 – from Wales – bishop in Galloway, established a church 

                         at candida casa - Whithorn (nr. Barrow), later established a school, 

                         converted the Picts? (v. early stone church has been excavated, could 

                         have been white: Latinus stone).

Vergilius Romanus – illustrated ms. of extracts from Virgil, possibly produced in 

                        post-Roman Britain (interesting parallels with Lindisfarne Gospels –

                        where did L. Gospels spring from?)

Archaeological – inscribed stones (west and north)                                           OHP

                          - cemeteries – continuity  - eg  Cannington                               OHP

                                                       (C2-C8 –2-3,000 burials – later phase W/E

                                                         no grave-goods): 

                                                  Poundbury – poss. early monastery     

                             Llandough, S. Wales: villa and west-east burials followed by               

                                                  early monastery.        

                           - churches – St. Martin’s, Canterbury (used by Queen Bertha) OHP

                                             - St. Paul-in-the-Bail, Lincoln                                  OHP

                                             - Stone-by-Faversham (later re-use?)                       OHP  

Place-names – eccles names (Kent, Norfolk, Lancs).

Early medieval dioceses often based on centres of Roman Christianity (Lichfield,

 Worcester, Gloucester)

Problems of assuming continuity, particularly in east:

i.   general breakdown of civil administration, economy, urban life.

ii   difficult for poor, illiterate people to continue with Christian liturgy without priests or organisation.

iii. Christianity probably always a minority religion in Roman period (Britain an outpost, Celtic gods subsumed into Roman pantheon and I.A. religious practices such as emphasis on water continued – cf. Ivy Chimneys)                                              OHP

3.   WHAT WAS THE “CONVERSION”?
597  Augustine’s mission – to Kent (Christian queen, Ethelbert the bretwalda)
        Did Gregory understand the situation in the British Isles? 

        Meeting with  the British bishops.

c.563 on   Mission from the “Celtic Church” 

Were either/both missions intended to    i.  convert pagan incomers?

                                                                 ii. strengthen and reform existing church

                                                                 iii.combat Pelagianism?                                                                       

4.   CONCLUSIONS
More archaeological evidence could throw light on question.

West – although Christianity did not seem to have taken much hold in the Roman period (Ireland, much of north not Romanised) it did not disappear, indeed spread.  Probably rather conservative, preserved old traditions BUT developed a character of its own suited to a still tribal society.

East – scraps of evidence indicate that in 597 there must have been some Christians (strength of Roman Christianity in this region would militate against complete disappearance) BUT disruption caused by Germanic incomers would make strict observance difficult AND residual Iron Age religious practices seem very similar to those of the incomers (absence of buildings, worship in groves, water).

