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Flamstead Heritage 
Character Profile 

CHRISTINA OF MARKYATE 
born c. 1096; died c. 1155 

Written by Leslie Webster, 2019-2021. Published online by Flamstead Heritage, 2026. 

Summary 
Christina of Markyate escaped from persecution at her home in the early 12th century and 
took refuge in Flamstead before moving onto Markyate where she lived a holy life becoming 
a prioress. She was highly esteemed by the church, but was never canonised. Thus, the new 
church in Flamstead could not be dedicated to her, but it’s thought that it was instead to St 
Leonard - by association as she was born on his feast day. 

Her story is one of medieval religious communities, abbeys and priories, women in 
medieval society, cruel treatment at the hands of parents and corrupt churchmen, and an 
extreme ascetic life as a recluse, hermit and then prioress. 

Christina was the daughter of an Anglo-Saxon nobleman, Auti, and his wife, Beatrix, who 
lived in Huntingdon. She is believed to have been born around 1096. Baptised Theodora 
(“the Gift of God”), she later changed her name to Christina, probably to reflect the new 
character of her life devoted to Christ. 

As a child, she was taken to St Albans 
Abbey and was impressed by the Christian 
life of the Monks. While there, she made a 
secret vow of virginity, scratching a votive 
cross onto a door with her fingernail as a 
sign of this vow. 

As a teenaged girl, Christina was staying at 
the house with her aunt, Alveva, a former 
mistress of Ranulf Flambard, the Bishop of 
Durham. After a feast attended by 
Flambard, Christina found herself alone 
with him in his room, where he attempted 
to seduce her. Christina, pleading a fear of 
intrusion, tricked Flambard in allowing her 
to rise and lock the door, whereupon she 
left the room, locking the door behind her. 

Flambard sought his revenge, and around 
1115 persuaded Christina’s parents to give 
her in marriage to his friend Burhred. Her 
consent was extracted by threats. Once 
married however, Christina refused to 
consummate the union and lectured her 

husband on the unconsummated marriage of St Cecilia. Another night when she heard 
Burhred approaching, she leapt out of bed and clung to a nail in the wall behind a tapestry. 
She narrowly escaped discovery as one of his friends, summoned to seek her, groped the 
hanging but missed her trembling body. 

St. Alban's Psalter with artwork of the woman 
thought to be Christina of Markyate: public domain 
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In consequence brought before the Prior of Huntingdon, who decided in her favour. 
Christina’s parents appealed to the Bishop of Lincoln, Robert Bloet (in office 1093-1123), 
who initially upheld the Prior’s decision but then, induced by bribes, reversed his judgment. 
(At this time, Flamstead was located in the Diocese of Lincoln, which remained among the 
largest in England until Oxford and Peterborough were carved out in the reign of Henry 
VIII.) 

Christina was confined by her family and cruelly 
treated, but eventually gained her freedom with the 
assistance of a network of Anglo-Saxon religious 
recluses. She managed to confide her story to a local 
hermit, Edwin, who drew it to the attention of the 
Archbishop of Canterbury, Ralph d’Escures. Hearing 
that the Archbishop expressed sympathy for her, 
Christina determined to escape. Early one morning, 
while her parents were away from home, she dressed as 
a man and made off on a horse provided by Edwin’s 
servant. 

Christina rode some 30 miles, arriving at Flamstead in 
Hertfordshire, where she sought refuge with the 
anchoress, Alfwen. She remained for two years, 
adopting the habits of the recluse as both religious 
discipline and wise precaution. It is said that she read 
and sang the psalms with Alfwen day and night, on one 
occasion the cell being invaded by a plague of toads 
who sat on her psalter. 

In about 1118 she moved to Markyate, at the invitation 
of Roger, a former monk from St Albans who lived there as a hermit and supervised Alfwyn 
as well as two other recluses in Markyate. Christina spent four years with Roger, reputedly 
in a cell next to his, so small that she could neither sit nor lie down. The cell was barricaded 
by Roger, who released Christina only at night, when they prayed ecstatically together. 
Roger was by now an old man, but was nevertheless smitten with Christina, for whom he 
nursed an unrequited love which she steadfastly resisted. 

Upon Roger’s death around 1121 or 1122, still fearing the Bishop of Lincoln, Christina sought 
to succeed Roger in the hermitage, and sought protection to Thurstan of Bayeux, the 
Archbishop of York. They are thought to have met at Redbournbury. She eventually obtained 
an annulment of her marriage, probably with the Archbishop’s help, in about 1122. 

Christina now founded a female religious 
community in Markyate, which over the 
next three decades achieved considerable 
renown. Her foundation should not be 
confused with the nearby Benedictine 
foundation of St Giles in the Wood, on the 
site which is now Beechwood Park, 
established at a similar time by Roger IV de 
Todeni (or de Toeni/Tony). A cartulary, or 
estate register, from St Giles in the Wood 
survives, covering the years 1150-1242. 

  

The Mediaeval Diocese of Lincoln: 
Serial No. 54129, CC BY-SA 4.0, via 

Wikimedia Commons 

Cartulary of the Priory of St Giles in the Wood: 
Herts Memories https://www.hertsmemories.org.uk 
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Christina made a friend of the Abbot of St Albans, Geoffrey de Gorham, perhaps as early as 
Roger’s burial in St Albans Abbey in 1122. She became a source of spiritual advice and 
encouragement to the somewhat worldly Abbot. Her counsel was especially useful when he 
became involved in the political turbulence and civil war which characterised much of the 
reign of Stephen of Blois, King of England (1135-1154). 

Christina made her monastic profession before Alexander, Bishop of Lincoln (in office 1123-
1148) in 1131 (BL MS Cotton Ch XI.8) and the community she had founded was formally 
constituted as a nunnery, under the rule of St Benedict (like St Albans and nearby St Giles in 
the Wood), with Christina as its prioress. A priory, dedicated to the Holy Trinity, was built 
for the community in 1145. The site, which was then a wooded area in the adjoining parish 
of Caddington, is now that of Markyate Cell, later the residence of Lady Katherine Ferrers, 
the Wicked Lady. It is variously recorded as Markyate Priory and Holy Trinity in the Wood.  

The priory was subject to the jurisdiction of the Dean and Chapter of St Paul’s Cathedral (BL 
MS Cotton Ch XI.6) in London (rather than St Albans Abbey, as would have been common), 
but was endowed by Geoffrey with tithes from Cashio and Watford to the South. It seems 
that the Priory burned down soon after it was built, for the historian Matthew Paris (1200-
1259) asserts that it was built twice by Abbot Geoffrey. 

It is not known when Christina died. A gift of her embroidery is recorded as being given to 
Pope Adrian IV in 1155, but it does not necessarily follow that she was still alive at this time. 
An entry on the Exchequer Pipe Roll covering the same year (Pipe Roll 2-4 Henry II, 22) 
indicates that she received Royal financial support. 

After the deaths of Christina and Geoffrey, an opposing faction at St Albans Abbey tended to 
view their relationship as scandalous. Financial support from the Abbey was then 
terminated. Various records from the late C13 and C14 suggest that the priory never enjoyed 
financial security thereafter. By the early C15, 12 nuns were recorded as living there. At the 
Dissolution, the Priory had an income of less than £200 per annum, and so was surrendered 
under the Suppression of Religious Houses Act 1535, which appropriated the smaller (and 
reputedly most corrupt) religious houses to the Crown. It is often asserted that the 
dissolution of the monasteries brought poverty upon many monks and nuns, but in fact 
they were provided with pensions. By 1537, the former prioress is recorded drawing a 
pension of 20 marks. The nearby priory of St Giles in the Wood survived a little longer than 
Markyate Priory, being dissolved in 1537.  

Such was Christina’s esteem that she was frequently proposed as superior for other 
religious foundations (which she always declined). Archbishop Thurstan asked her to 
become superior of his new community of St Clement in York, while also putting her 
forward as abbess of Marcigny and then Fontevrault in France. Such was the international 
nature of the mediaeval church. 

The story of Christina’s life is now reasonably well known from a contemporary manuscript 
Of Saint Theodora, virgin, who is also called Christina (BL Cotton MS Tiberius E.1., volume 
2) that may even have been written during her lifetime. It appears to have been written by a 
monk of St Albans Abbey who knew Christina. The portion covering the period from 1140 is 
sadly missing, and the text breaks off in mid-sentence in 1139. The copy was badly damaged 
in the fire which devastated the Cottonian Library in 1731. The surviving legible text was 
deciphered using modern techniques by C. H. Talbot and published in 1959. Until Talbot 
published, Christina was known only from an abridgement of this document, prepared by 
the recusant (Roman Catholic) Nicholas Roscarrock, at the end of Elizabeth I’s reign. 
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It is possible that the famous St Albans 
Psalter, now kept in Hildesheim, was 
prepared. The Psalter features drawings of 
the life of St Alexis, who made a chaste 
marriage, and also of the appearance of the 
risen Christ to the two disciples on the road 
to Emmaus. 

The Psalter has been published in a 
facsimile edition and is also available 
online, with commentary, from the 
University of Aberdeen. 

Permission for copyright reproduction of 
the Psalter can be obtained from 
Hildesheim Cathedral Library or the Rhein 
Picture Archive: 

Dombibliothek Hildesheim 
Domhof 30D - 31134 Hildesheim,  
Germany 
dombibliothek@bistum-hildesheim.de 

Rheinisches Bildarchiv, 
Kattenburg 18-24, D 50667, Koln, 
Germany 
www.museenkoeln.de/Rba 

Sources 
The author(s) acknowledge the sources from which this document has been adapted, 
including those cited within the text and those listed below. 

See https://www.flamsteadheritage.org/about/notices for a statement of Flamstead 
Heritage’s Publishing Policy. 
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