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Publishers' Note

OF all the old English ascetical works which were extant before the Reformation
none have maintained their reputation longer than Walter Hilton's "Scale of
Perfection." Hilton was a canon of Thurgarton in Nottinghamshire, and died in
1395. His "Scale of Perfection” is found in no less than five MSS. in the British
Museum alone. Wynkyn de Worde printed it at least three times -- in the years
1494, 1519 and 1525. Many other editions were printed at the same period.

After the Reformation it was a favourite book of Father Augustine Baker's, the well-
known author of "Sancta Sophia,” and his comments on it are among his MSS. at
Downside. In 1659 Father Baker's biographer and editor, Dom Serenus Cressy,
0.S.B,, published an edition of the "Scale," the title-page of which claims that "by
the changing of some antiquated words [it is] rendered more intelligible." Another
edition appeared in 1672, and yet another in 1679.

Within our own times two editions have been published -- one by the late Father
Ephrem Guy, O.S.B., in 1869, the other, a reprint of Cressy's, in 1870, with an
introduction by Father Dalgairns on the "Spiritual Life of Mediaeval England.”
Cressy's text has again been used in the present edition, and Father Dalgairns's
Essay is also reprinted in this volume.
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AN ESSAY on the

Spiritual Life of Mediaeval England

IT is only very gradually that we are obtaining a real knowledge of the Middle Ages.
Hitherto it has been one of those subjects which no one could approach without
getting into a passion. Just as no one can talk soberly of Mary, Queen of Scots, so it
would appear as if few could keep their tempers in speaking or writing of the
mediaeval time. The fact is that it is only by little that we can understand a period
so very different from our own. A chaotic time is always a time of great contrasts,
when profound ignorance exists side by side with considerable learning in
individual instances, when heresies are wild and monstrous, while faith is
touchingly simple and devoted. The real difficulty is to estimate the condition of the
masses. It requires a patient spirit of research into minute details and dry statistics,
united with a reverential admiration, a sifting criticism as well as a devout
imagination, to avoid overweighing isolated instances and attaching undue
importance to outstanding and striking features. | am not going to enter upon this
dangerous ground. My only anxiety is to protest against what | cannot but consider
a great error, both historically and ecclesiastically, the assumption that the Middle
Ages are the model time of Christianity. It matters little what a man thinks about
mediaeval architecture, vestments and embroidery, but it does matter a good deal
what principles a man holds as to what may be called the philosophy of Church
History. If he conceives the grand story of God's Church as though it were a
pyramid, the apex of which is formed by the Middle Ages, while modern
Christendom is on the downward side, then his whole view of Christianity is wrong.
The Church never grows old, and it has advantages in the nineteenth century which
it had not in the thirteenth. What, however, strikes a student of history most
forcibly is that the more minutely we know the ages which are past, the more we
learn the oneness of the spirit amidst all outward differences of form. We are every
day obtaining more knowledge about the Middle Ages. Much has come to light since,
thirty years ago, | wrote some "Lives of English Mediaeval Saints" at Littlemore,
and, little as I have been able to follow the progress of history since then, | have
seen enough to acknowledge that recent publications have brought with them the
conviction that there was far more interior and mystical life amongst our ancestors
than appeared at first sight.

Very much has been done for us by such learned bodies as the Early English Text
Society, and by such men as Pfeiffer in Germany and Lecoy de la Marche in France.
Now we not only possess sermons like those of St Bernard addressed to monks in
the cloister, but we have the identical vernacular sermon which roused to
passionate grief the mediaeval sinner, and drew tears of sweet devotion from the
eyes of the citizens of Cologne, Paris and London, or the peasants of country
parishes in the Black Forest or the Weald of Kent. We have the English prayers
which were said before the Rosary was invented, and the devotions which touched
the hearts of men and women living in the midst of that world which seems so
strange and so far off to us. | must confess that without any depreciation of our
grand old Cathedrals, "The Wooing of our Lord" and "The Ancren Riwle" have more
charms for me than a thousand painted windows. | know the thoughts which flowed
from hearts which have long since ceased to beat, and | can understand, as | never



did before, the grim old warriors and their wives who look so unearthly side by side
upon their tombs. One touch of grace makes me feel akin to them.

The perusal of this literature has, however, far more than a sentimental interest. It
has now become simply ludicrous to look upon the devotional ideas of the Middle
Ages as made up of indulgences and gifts to monasteries. These, of course, had their
right place, as they have now; but, if ever it was doubtful, no one now can doubt that
the mediaeval sinner knew quite as well as the gentleman of the nineteenth century
that if he offended God and did not resolve never to offend Him again, he would
infallibly be lost, though he left all his lands to the neighbouring convent. Priests
might sing Requiems, and nuns might recite their Office, but nought could avail the
Impenitent before the judgement seat of Christ. If any man doubt it, let him read a
sermon preached by Berthold of Regensburg, somewhere near Toggenburg or
Sargans, not far from where the railway now skirts the lovely lake of Wallen. The
barefooted Franciscan introduces, in his dramatic way, a man who had kept
possession of ill-gotten gains rising up in the midst of the congregation, and saying:
"Ho! Brother Berthold, I have done good to the brotherhood, and I make my
confession every year; | have often entertained you at my house; I am in the
confraternity, and have besought your prayers, that when | am dead you may watch
over my body with song and lections.” "Thou hast done well," is the Brother's
answer, "and as soon as thou art dead we will sing for thee, and read long vigils,
and chant beautiful Masses for thy soul, and loud Requiems, and bring thee in
procession from thy parish church into our minster, and lay thee before the altar.
But, I tell thee, if thou hast not restored what thou hast robbed, then, if all the tears
and the raindrops which were ever shed or rained since the world began were
turned into monks and brothers, grey monks and black, Preachers and Minorites --
yea, into patriarchs and prophets, martyrs and confessors, widows and virgins, and
if they were to read and to sing and weep tears of blood before God for thee to the
day of judgement, they would do thee no more good than if they did all this for the
foul fiend." Such was mediaeval doctrine in the year 1256. Moreover, it results from
many hitherto unknown documents, that there was much more of what we should
now call spirituality everywhere in the Middle Ages than even Catholics were
disposed to think. It is even plain that nations were not reduced to one uniform
standard. There was, for instance, a type of devotion which was peculiarly English,
and the object of the present essay is to point this out. Of course, I can only treat the
subject cursorily, for want of space, and I will confine myself to one portion of
mediaeval life intimately connected with the book which is here presented to the
reader.

Very little is known of Walter Hilton, the author of the "Scale or Ladder of
Perfection.” It is very likely that more might be known if any one took the trouble to
search the manuscripts of the British Museum. Something perhaps also might be
done towards amending the text of this book if the edition of 1659, of which this is a
reprint, were compared with the old black letter of Wynkyn de Worde. The present
edition,1 however, has solely a spiritual, not a critical object, and, therefore, |
confine myself to the little which lies on the surface of history about this mystical
writer, without inquiring further. Fortunately, Father Guy has lately, in his
excellent edition of "The Scale of Perfection,” thrown light on the life of Walter
Hilton, by proving that he did not belong to the Carthusian Order, but was a Canon

11t should be remembered that the book was written in the fourteenth century, and the reader must
expect inaccuracies which would not be tolerated now. For instance, | would mention the author's
views about the sins of heathens, and inadequate notions of the Sacrament of Penance.
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of Thurgarton, in Nottinghamshire. Tanner had already published an extract from a
manuscript, which gave 1395 as the year of his death. No one, however, had as yet
perceived that this fact disproves the ordinary account of his having been a member
of Henry VI's Carthusian monastery at Sheen, since that house was not founded till
several years later. It might still be argued that he belonged to some other house of
the Order. As, however, there is no authority for his having been a Carthusian
except the erroneous account of his having belonged to Sheen, and as the passage
guoted by Tanner distinctly affirms him to have died at Thurgarton, Father Guy
seems to me to have sufficiently proved his point. It is not hard to see how the
mistake arose. Walter Hilton had evidently a great devotion to the Carthusian
Order, and there is still extant in manuscript a panegyric of it, addressed to Adam
Horsley, an officer of the King's Exchequer, who by his advice became a disciple of
St Bruno.2 On the other hand, we shall presently see abundant proof that the
devotion of the Carthusians to Walter Hilton was no less great. There was
something in the "Scale of Perfection" which attracted the monks whom the
Christian instincts of Henry VI planted in the neighbourhood of his palace of
Richmond, as well as their brethren of the Charterhouse, who kept up a witness for
God in the heart of London.

There is, however, an especial reason why the book should have found its way to
Sheen. We know from Dugdale that a benefactor of the monastery had assigned out
of the manors of Lewisham and Greenwich twenty marks a year for the
maintenance of an anchoret, whose cell was in its precincts. Thus there dwelt in the
midst of the Carthusians one of those recluses to whose instruction the book is
dedicated, and a description of whom will form a considerable part of this essay.

Now it is not a little strange that a large portion of English vernacular literature
has direct reference to this form of the solitary life. We possess, besides Hilton's
"Scale of Perfection,"” two other most remarkable books, addressed to or written by
anchoresses. They will serve as specimens of the spiritual life of our ancestors at
several very striking periods.

It is very remarkable that the most startling form of the life of the desert saints
should have continued in England up to the very moment of the Reformation. The
Anchorets or Anchoresses (for there were solitaries of both sexes) were more lonely
than hermits in the sense that they were far more of recluses. The hermit lived, it is
true, in an out of the way place, in a forest, or in one of those many uncultivated
spots of which an English common or down are the sole relics, but which were easily
to be found in a country not yet entirely cultivated; while the anchorets were
commonly attached to a church, and were thus not far from their fellowmen. They
were, however, immured within the four walls of their habitation, while the hermit
was a free denizen of the woods. As we know from St Godric, he might have his
garden and his cow. The anchorets, on the contrary, were strictly confined to their
cells. They were the descendants of solitaries like St Thais and those other recluses
of whom we read in the annals of the Nile desert, who were strictly shut up in their
hut and only held conversation with others through a window, which also served as
a passage for their food. This sort of life, then, was by no means peculiar to the
Oriental contemplative who fled from the old worn-out world of a decrepit
civilization. The same taste for solitude in its most extreme form was a part of the

2This treatise exists in manuscript in the library of Merton College. Mr Bliss, one of the librarians of
the Bodleian, has kindly examined it, and assures me that it nowhere implies that Hilton himself
belonged to the Order.
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young and vigorous life of those Teutonic nations whom Christianity converted after
the Roman and Hellenic culture had disappeared. While the blood of the old Vikings
was still fresh in their veins, men and women left the brilliant and varied world of
the Middle Ages, which was still full of life and movement, to shut themselves in a
cell, with no prospect but the black yews and crosses of the church-yard. This was a
solitude far deeper than that of the great monasteries, each of which was a little
world. It is evident that these recluses were by no means rare. There is many a
foundation on record for the perpetual entertainment of a recluse.3 Several
Pontificals contain a regular office for these enclosures. Very often the anchoret was
a chaplain attached to a church, who said Mass in his cell. The anchoress was more
commonly near a church, into which she could look through a window, and thus
take part in its holy ceremonies. Incidental mention is often made of such recluses
in the troubled history of the times. Two anchorets were burned in the church at
Mantes, when William the Conqueror set fire to the town. Richard 11, before setting
out on his dangerous encounter with Wat Tyler, went to confession to the anchoret
in Westminster Abbey. It is probable that these holy men were often spiritual
directors, while, as we shall presently see, many souls in sorrow and trouble, came
to the window of the maiden anchoress for advice and consolation. It is true that
from their very position the recluses were exposed to great temptations. Sometimes
hypocrites were to be found among them, as is known from the life of St Stephen of
Obazine, where we hear of a pretended anchoret who decamped with sums of money
entrusted to him. The life is more intelligible in the case of a priest who had the
adorable Sacrifice to offer up, confessions to hear, and Office to recite; but what
would be the occupation of the hearts and brains of many an English maiden during
the long days and nights which she thus spent in the narrow circle of the four walls
which thus encaged her? What spells did she use to cool the restless fever in her
veins? This is revealed to us by those treatises which we are now to consider.

The first is the "Ancren Riwle," a book for anchoresses, first published by the
Camden Society. The authorship of this remarkable book is very uncertain, or
rather it is unknown. There is not a vestige of evidence to connect it with St Richard
of Chichester, to whom it has been ascribed. On the faith of a manuscript, it has
been assigned to Simon of Ghent Bishop of Salisbury, and supposed to have been
written by him for some sisters living at Tarant in Dorsetshire. It has also been
contended that Richard Poore, Bishop of the same See, was its author. The only
thing that is certain is that it was written by a Dominican, for the list of prayers
which the writer enumerates as having been in use among the lay brothers of his
Order, are nearly identical with those ordered in the Rule of St Dominic.4 As the
Black Friars did not come to England till 1221, the book could not have been
originally written for the sisters at Tarant, who before that date are known to have
been Cistercian and not recluses; nor can one of the above-named prelates be its
author, for they never belonged to the Order. Whoever was its author, it is evident
that it must have been written before French had penetrated to any great extent
into the English tongue. A few such expressions as Deulefet (Dieu le fait) and "sot"
(foolish), show the presence of the Norman; and "annui” proves how early an
importation from France was weariness of spirit in England. But the newness of
words of French origin proves how little two centuries of Norman rule had

3Many of these particulars are taken from the very interesting account of the Anchorets in Dr Rock's
"Church of our Fathers."

4Compare "Ancren Riwle," p. 24, with Brockie, tom. IV, 121. It is also plain, from p. 38 of the Riwle,
that the author did not believe the Immaculate Conception.
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succeeded in Romanizing the old language of the Saxon. Though the recluses to
whom the book is addressed evidently could read French, yet the whole language
and tone of thought is essentially English. The anchoresses, then, were English
girls, in the thirteenth century. Their very names are unknown, though at that
time, probably in the reign of our Henry 111, their renunciation of the world was
much spoken of among our ancestors. "Much word is of you, how gentle women ye
be, for godliness and for nobleness yearned after by many, sisters of one father and
one mother, in the blossom of your youth having forsaken all the world's blisses, and
become anchoresses." A rich neighbour sent them all necessaries "from his hall."
They had maidens to wait upon them, and to provide all that they wanted from
without. They themselves, however, never stepped beyond the threshold of their
hermitage. One window looked into the church, and from thence they assisted at the
holy Sacrifice of the Mass. At another window, answering to the grill of an enclosed
convent, they gave audience to visitors; but from the moment of their seclusion they
never left their house, till they were carried out for burial.

What could be the meaning of this apparition in the bustling times of the thirteenth
century. Though society was gradually settling down, yet it was a restless age. Men
did not travel for pleasure, nor were there yearly migrations to the seaside; yet
there was still a good deal of wandering. The great migrations of nations were over
long before, and the majority of the agricultural population was still practically tied
to the soil; yet crusades and pilgrimages often drew men to the far East and across
the Alps. The scholar wandered from university to university for knowledge; the
merchant was not tied to his desk, but travelled from fair to fair with all his
precious wares; the minstrel disseminated news, and sung his ballads. There was a
world then, with pomps and vanities, as there is now; a gay, parti-coloured, motley
world, at which the Church frowned and preached. The eternal war between God
and the world was going on. It is quite true there was less of the chronic excitement
which is now wearing the strength of souls with its wasting fever. Pleasures were
intermittent, and life more even.> Balls were few, and generally took place in the
daytime; public tournaments were few and far between. Yet society was still
heaving with conflicting elements. Archbishops were often in exile, Emperors were
under the ban of the Church; the Pope himself oftener in Viterbo than in Rome.
English barons were harassing their king with Oxford Provisions; Simon de
Montfort was devising a real English Parliament where the middle classes were
represented. All the while these maidens of the period were praying to God day and
night.

This is the secret of their life. Wherever men believe in prayer, you are sure to have
the monastic life in some shape or other. If they have none, they will soon cease to
believe in prayer, as is fast becoming the case in all Protestant countries. Wherever
the Christian idea is strong, men who are by their position necessarily involved in
the strife of the world will be glad to know that men and women who are separated
from its turmoils and its sins are offering prayers to God for them.

It is plain that such was the occupation, and such the idea of the anchoress. It is
also true that they did a great deal more than pray. The very dangers against which
the author of her rule warns her are a proof that all had many visitors. He warns
her against becoming a "babbling" or "gossiping anchoress," a variety of the species
evidently drawn from the life; a recluse whose cell was the depository of all the news
of the neighbourhood at a time when newspapers did not exist. Her habitation is not

SChaire Francaise au Moyen Age, 414.
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to be the storehouse where the neighbours placed objects of value, that they might
be safe from the robber's hand. All this proves that the good anchoress had means of
exercising charity towards her fellow creatures. Many a sorrowing soul came to the
window, and received balm for her wounded spirit from behind the black curtain
and the white cross which hung there. Through her servants she might even
practise hospitality to those who wanted it, and they might act as schoolmistresses
to little girls who otherwise would frequent schools where boys were taught. All this
Is quite true, yet it is plain that the chief business of the anchoress was prayer.

It is very difficult for men living in the modern world to understand a life of prayer;
yet they must accept it as a real fact. Thousands of Christians have lived such a life
without becoming either praying machines like the Buddhists or fakirs like the
Brahmins. The principle of Christian asceticism is as far apart from Manicheism as
possible. It is simply the principle of expiatory suffering and prayer involved in the
very idea of the sacrifice of Christ. The gulf which separates the anchoress from the
fanatic is the love of Jesus. Of course this is nothing new to Catholics. Yet I think
that even Catholics are not aware to what extent this is true of mediaeval devotion,
and above all of England. Looking at the England of to-day it is very difficult to
realize the fact that, whilst such a feeling towards our Lord is the very foundation of
all Christian devotion, there is undoubtedly a kind of tender, pathetic love which is
to be found in old English writers, and which is peculiarly their own. If I were asked
to select the grace which is prominent in their writings, | should say that it was
piety in the sense in which the word is applied to the gift of the Holy Ghost. The
literature which is now before us is an excellent specimen of this spirit, because of
the great interior freedom which was allowed to anchorets. They were less
liturgical, and had fewer regulations than the religious Orders. "In this wise," says
the Rule, "answer to him that asketh you of your Order, and whether it is white or
black; say that ye are both, through the grace of God, of St James's order, about
which he wrote, Immaculatum se custodire ab hoc saeculo, that is, as | said before,
'From the world to keep himself clean and unstained.' Herein is religion, and not in
the white hood nor in the black, nor in the white nor in the grey cowl. Thus itisin a
convent; but wherever woman liveth or man liveth by himself alone, eremite or
anchoret, on outward things whereof no scandal cometh, he need lay little stress."6
The anchoress had no peculiar habit, and her office was, as has been said, not that
of the choir, but that of the lay brothers. She is encouraged to say English prayers.’
At midday she made a meditation on the crucifix. Holy meditations are especially
recommended to her.8 Though, according to the practice of the Church at the time,
she made only fifteen Communions a year, yet there is a marked devotion to the
Blessed Sacrament throughout the treatise. Its perpetual presence in the church is
held out as a refuge against temptation, and it is plain that from the window which
looked into the church, the anchoress often knelt in prayer, with her eyes fixed upon
the altar where Jesus lay in the Sacrament of His love. Let me give a few specimens
of these meditations of the thirteenth century. These then were the veritable
thoughts which went through the hearts of English anchoresses as they knelt before
the crucifix five hundred years ago:

"Jesus; true God! God's Son! Jesus, true God, true Man! Man, maiden-born! Jesus,
my holy love, my own sweetness! Jesus, mine heart, my joy, my soul's health! Jesus,
sweet! Jesus, my love, my light, my healing oil, my honey-drop! Thou all that | hope

6Ancren Riwle, p. 13.
7p. 291.
8p. 241,
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in! Jesus, my weal, my winsomeness, blithe bliss of my breast! Jesus, teach me that
Thou art so soft, and so sweet, yet, too, so lovely and so lovesome that the Angels
ever behold Thee, and yet are never full of looking on Thee! Jesus, all fair, before
whom the sun is but a shadow, for she loseth her light and becometh ashamed of
her darkness before Thy bright face. Thou that givest her light, and whose is all
that brightness, enlighten my dark heart. Give brightness to Thy bower, even my
soul that is sooty. Make her worthy to be Thy sweet abode. Kindle me with the blaze
of Thy enlightening love. Let me be Thy bride, and learn me to love Thee, the loving
Lord! Wo that | am so strange with Thee; but as Thou hast bodily separated me
from the world, separate me eke in heart; turn me altogether to Thee, with true love
and belief."9

In another place, after a beautiful and minute description of the crucifixion, and
how the "hellbairns” betrayed and crucified Him, she breaks out: "Ah! Jesus, my
life's love, what heart is there that will not break when he thinketh hereof; how
Thou, that art the Saviour of mankind, and the remedy for all bales, didst thole
such shame for the honour of mankind. Men speak oft of wonders and of strange
things divers and manifold that have befallen, but this was the greatest wonder
that ever befell upon earth. Yea, wonder above wonders that that renowned Kaiser,
crowned in Heaven, maker of all that is made, to honour His foes would hang
between two thieves. Ah, how can | live for ruth that see my darling on the rood,
and His limbs so drawn that | may tell each bone in His body! Ah, how do they now
drive the iron nails through Thy fair hands into the hard rood and through Thy
noble feet! Ah, now from those hands and feet so lovely streams the blood so
ruefully! Ah, now they offer to my love, who says He thirsts, two evil drinks in His
blood-letting, vinegar, sourest of all drinks, mingled with gall, that is the bitterest of
all things! Ah, now, sweet Jesus, yet besides all Thy woe, to eke it out with shame
and mockery, they laugh Thee to scorn when Thou hangest on the rood! Ah that
lovely body that hangs so ruefully, so bloody, and so cold! Ah, how shall I live, for
now dies my love for me on the dear rood, hangs down His head, and sends forth His
soul? But it seems to them that He is not yet fully tormented, nor will they let the
pitiful body rest in peace. They bring forth Longinus with the broad sharp spear. He
pierces His side, cleaves the heart, and there come flowing out of that wide wound
the Blood that bought us, the water that washes the world of guilt and sin. Ah,
sweet Jesus, Thou openest for me Thy heart, that | may know Thee truly, for there |
may openly see how much Thou lovedst me. With wrong should | refuse Thee my
heart, since Thou hast bought heart for heart. Jesus, sweet Jesus, thus Thou
foughtest for me against my soul's foes. Thou didst settle the contest for me with
Thy body, and hast made of me, a wretch, Thy beloved and Thy spouse. Brought
Thou hast me from the world to Thy bower. | may there so sweetly kiss Thee, and
embrace Thee, and of Thy love have ghostly liking. What may | suffer for Thee for
all that Thou didst thole (endure) for me? But it is well for me that Thou be easy to
satisfy. A wretched body and a weak | bear upon earth, and that, such as it is, |
have given Thee and will give Thee to Thy service. Let my body hang with Thy body
nailed on the rood, and enclosed within four walls, and hang | Will with Thee, and
never more leave my cross till that | die.”

These extracts suffice to give us an insight into the inner life of the anchoresses of
the thirteenth century. They were supported in their long imprisonment by the love
of our Lord. Their thoughts were fed by the image of Jesus. This is expressed in
characteristic words: "After the death of an earnest knight man hangeth high in

9This interpretation is rather different from that of the learned translator of the "Riwle."



15

church his shield to his memory. All so is this shield, that is, the crucifix, set in
church in such place that it may soonest be seen, for to think thereby on the
knightship of Jesus Christ which He did on the rood." Here is evidently a
passionate, chivalrous love of our Lord. The Rule is very full of child-like piety, and
at the same time of shrewd common sense. Its whole tone is as different as possible
from that of the hermit of modern fancy. There are no images of Alexandrian orgies,
no hobgoblins worse than the anchoress's cat, which is especially exempt from the
ban which proscribes pet animals.10 She is nothing but a simple girl, who has given
up the free life of English country maidens for the love of Christ.

Very different is the next anchoress who comes under our consideration. One of the
most remarkable books of the Middle Ages is the hitherto almost unknown work
called "Sixteen Revelations of Divine Love made to a devout servant of our Lord,
called Mother Juliana, an Anchoress of Norwich."11 It contains visions and passages
of such beauty as to rival the revelations of the Blessed Angela of Foligno. We shall
find it well worth studying.

But little is known of Mother Juliana. Her very name has been hitherto unnoticed.
It appears, however, most probable that she is th