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NOTE ON THE TEXT AND TRANSLATOR
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Anglo-Saxon poetry was composed, circulated orally in a preliterate society, and gathered at last into books, over some six centuries of literary tradition before the Norman Conquest ended English independence. Against the odds, some of these books survive today. In them, Germanic poetic style and English lore and wisdom embodied in the native language unite with the religious philosophy, learning and imagery of Mediterranean Christianity, to produce a vernacular literature outstanding among early medieval literatures for its sophisticated exploration of the human condition in a mutable, finite, but wondrously diverse and meaning-filled world. Themes characteristic of English literature are first explored in this poetry and in this oldest form of the English literary language; and successive generations of readers, critics and poets have found through this ancient poetry a response to the thought and tastes of their own day.

S. A. J. BRADLEY studied Anglo-Saxon at University College, Oxford, and has since taught it at King’s College, London, then from 1967 in the University of York. His publications have also touched on medieval Danish historiography, Danish ballads, English medieval literature, iconography and literature in the English post-Conquest period, archaeology, seventeenth-century Danish and English political tracts, and English eighteenth-century bawdy songs. More recently he has published work on the encounter of the nineteenth-century Danish Scholar N. F. S. Grundtvig with the records of Anglo-Saxon culture. He was elected Fellow of the Society of Antiquaries in 1993.


INTRODUCTION
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A familiar anecdote told of King Alfred by his contemporary biographer, Asser, Bishop of Sherborne (The Life of Alfred, ch.23), witnesses to the king’s affection for the traditional poetry of his people, and celebrates his ability as a child to win an attractive book from his mother by memorizing and repeating to her the poems which it contained; for though, as Asser says (ch.22), Alfred remained illiterate until he was twelve years old or more, he was a zealous listener to the Saxon poems on those frequent occasions when he could hear them recited in the hall, and, being readily taught, he retained them in his memory with evident ease. The story may well be authentic. Certainly it accords with other demonstrations Alfred made of his concern for the distinctive identity of the English people and the English language. The fact that Einhard had earlier attributed such interest in vernacular (Frankish) poetry to Charlemagne in his Life of the King of the Franks may be taken as independent evidence of a similar enlightenment in two great kings, rather than of any imitative intention on Asser’s part to make his Life conform with Einhard’s; but either way, the anecdote revealingly assumes the propriety of kings patronizing, and themselves cultivating, the native poetic arts of their people.

A thousand years on, the surviving poetry of the Anglo-Saxons, along with their prose (itself an abiding monument to Alfred’s royal initiatives in the cultural life of his nation), constitutes a legacy yet more precious for its antiquity. The poems are voices carrying over moral values, thought and sentiment from a period of English history which began with the fifth-century migration to Britain of Germanic tribesmen from beyond the north-west boundary of the Roman empire and ended, at least in formal terms of chronology and political sovereignty, with the Norman Conquest. By the end of this span, the nation was characterized by the effects of its long-nurtured and conscious aspiration towards assimilation of Mediterranean-centred culture, not only in religious and ecclesiastical spheres but in the intellectual and artistic traditions which were the gift of Roman Christianity to converted nations. By this time, there had long been a sense of commercial, political and cultural community with Western Europe; a consciousness of one nation of the English long established, ruled according to written codes of law by one sovereign king, the deputy of God consecrated to office and aided in government by the Church through a complex central and local administration; a distinctive insular culture, deeply indebted to, but not enslaved by influences from abroad, which had achieved excellence by international standards in such diverse areas as manuscript drawing and painting, book-making, ecclesiastical building, sculpture and needlework; and a literary language independent of Latin, rich in accomplishments and healthily evolving. Recognition of this state of affairs increasingly persuades scholars that already in late Anglo-Saxon England the tap-roots of English medieval culture are to be found, drawing from the Anglo-Saxon earth some considerable part of that ‘licour, of which vertu engendred is the flour’.

The six centuries’ span of Anglo-Saxon history is equivalent to that from the Norman Conquest to the restoration of the monarchy in 1660 and the publication of Paradise Lost, or from the Peasants’ Revolt and the writing of Canterbury Tales to the present day: a span in which it would be inconceivable not to find change. The notion of kingship embodied in the writings of Wulfstan and in the tenth-century ordering of the Coronation represents a radical shift from the kingship practised in the days of the settlement. The superb art of the tenth and eleventh-century Benedictine missals, benedictionals or calendars expresses concepts and objectives markedly different from those of the equally superb art of the seventh-century Lindisfarne Gospels. So, we must surely believe, the poetry of the later Anglo-Saxon period sought different objectives and served different tastes from those of the traditional lays which the first generations of settlers doubtless brought with them in their cultural baggage. We may indeed assume that throughout this period of cultural evolution the poets had a main part to play in conserving the traditional and mediating the new. But here we run into a problem in English literary history: the chronology of the surviving Anglo-Saxon poems.

The fact that the unique text of Beowulf, like most other Old English poems, is known to us only in a manuscript written towards the end of the period continues to challenge those who would like to argue that the actual composition of the poem belongs, say, to the century of the Sutton Hoo ship burial (c.625). On the other hand, the late manuscript text of The Dream of the Rood incorporates lines of alliterative verse which are also found inscribed in runes on the eighth-century Ruthwell Cross. Again, The Battle of Maldon appears to embody heroic sentiment leading straight back to the world of Germanic antiquity as it was described in the Germania of Tacitus in the first century after Christ; and yet the poem cannot have been composed before the battle was actually fought in 991. Neither manuscript nor sentiment nor tone are very reliable guides to the chronology of composition – and specific dates on poems are very few.

The problem is a complex one. The Beowulf-poet’s apparently well furnished memory of traditional Germanic subject-matter – Scandinavian royal dynasties and heroes, humanoid monsters and dragons – seems to support arguments for an early date of composition. But the relationship of the Ruthwell Cross poem to the later manuscript poem The Dream of the Rood advises us of the likelihood of early poems undergoing a later reworking, in which quite different purposes or emphases, even different interpretations, might assert themselves over the old material, according to the demands of a different audience and changing tastes and preoccupations among the poets. Indeed, the widely held theory of the essentially oral mode of composition and transmission of Anglo-Saxon poetry, in which written composition and manuscript recording with their fossilizing effect have no functional place, implies that written texts are of prime relevance only to the historical period of the manuscript date. Since, by definition of the theory, the poem is reconstituted with each retelling, only with great circumspection may the written text be made to yield conclusions about any speculative period earlier in the unstable life of what is only notionally the ‘same’ poem. Again, if the ancient pre-migratory sentiments of The Battle of Maldon suggest an extreme conservatism spanning the centuries, the poet’s equally explicit approval of Byrhtnoth’s stand for God and the Christian faith, for his king and his country, for the values of an English aristocracy secure in its life-style and its context of family, hereditary land and a hierarchical social order, with exemplary responsibilities as well as privileges, should all serve to establish that in some major respects the poem is significantly nearer to the world of the Chanson de Roland than to that of the lost lays of Weland, Eormanric and Sigmund. Thus it may be mistaken to construe the antique tone of this poem as a symptom of entrenched ethical and technical conservatism among late Anglo-Saxon poets; it is conceivably a cultivated antiquarianism, perhaps even a deliberate tool of propaganda, best judged in the light of contemporary prose propaganda such as that echoed in the late tenth- and eleventh-century annals of the Anglo-Saxon Chronicle, and thumped out loud and clear in Archbishop Wulfstan’s sermon, the Sermo Lupi ad Anglos, addressed to the English nation in 1014.

The manuscript texts, then, give rather equivocal guidance as to the age or sequence of composition of the Old English poems. Nor can the names of the poets be used to secure firm association between the extant poems and the age in which they were composed, for it is a natural consequence of the oral conditions of composition and transmission that the original composer of a poem is forgotten as it passes into popular circulation – each singer himself assuming for the duration of the performance the ‘I’-personality through which the action of these poems is so often narrated, and freely recreating the substance of the poem, untrammelled by the existence of a definitive written version of it. Only Cynewulf, as far as is known, took care to build into his poems an explicit identification of the ‘I’-speaker of the narrative with himself, the author, by incorporating a signature in runes – and even of Cynewulf no certain historical documentation exists, so we can give him no sure dates. Otherwise, there is no named poet to whom a corpus of extant poetry in Old English can be assigned – neither Aldhelm, Bishop of Sherborne (died 709), nor Cædmon, recipient, according to Bede, of a miraculous faculty for composing Christian poetry at Whitby between 657 and 680, both of whom have claims to be the first poet to treat Christian subject-matter in the English language.

Yet the poets’ role, we may think, was potentially a prominent and honoured one. Diverse tokens suggest this was so: the implication of Tacitus that among the early Germanic peoples poets were the sole formal keepers of their nation’s history – a function which probably continued with increasing importance once the Anglo-Saxons had become immigrants in Britain, and even after the Church had introduced the Roman alphabet and the scriptorium; the presence of the lyre in the symbolically furnished seventh-century royal ship-burial at Sutton Hoo; the prominence and space given to the miracle of Cædmon in Bede’s History of the English Church and People; Asser’s attention to King Alfred’s patronage of poetry; the fact that the Church devoted such resources to the preserving of vernacular poetry in the tenth and eleventh centuries; and, though the evidence is hardly impartial, the fact that the poets themselves speak of their profession with pride in their acknowledged worth as repositories of tradition, arbiters of the motives and deeds of men and women, and advocates for good and for God. Above all is the intrinsic evidence of the content and quality of surviving poetry. Without significant exception, it occupies itself with serious matters of philosophy, the history and truths of the faith, public and private ethics and issues of social responsibility, in a manner regularly prescriptive and didactic.

Secular patronage, by royal persons or wealthy families, certainly developed in Anglo-Saxon England, as the poetry itself implies (see particularly Widsith and Deor), and is known to account for the making of at least a few manuscripts. But through most of the Anglo-Saxon period the monasteries held the real advantages in literacy – those of favourably organized conditions, of surplus wealth, of time, of institutional continuity, of reputable learning, of teaching, and of the practical means of recording and copying and preserving for repeated access vernacular poetry as well as the Latin works proper to the Church. Inevitably, the monopoly of literacy was accompanied by censorship. What we now read as the literary legacy of Anglo-Saxon society is to a large extent the Anglo-Saxon ars poetica as it was adapted and adopted by a favoured section of that society – by the heirs, though more rigorously institutionalized than he, of Cædmon (whom Hilda percipiently received into the Whitby community as a fully professed monk once his special talent had been revealed).

Censorship by selection, then, has surely occurred in the monastic scriptoria where poems were written down, and in the refectories where they were recited. But in other respects too the monks were arbiters over what has survived to represent the Anglo-Saxon poetic achievement. Almost certainly they had among their numbers men of literary judgment who could and did edit existing poetry in order to achieve special emphases within one poem or to develop complex cross-relationships between poems anthologized in a codex; and among their numbers too they doubtless had original poets who met directly the community’s special poetic tastes and needs. Alcuin’s repeatedly cited reproof (letter, dated 797) to Higbald and the monks of Lindisfarne for preferring barbarian songs about fictitious heroes to the truths of Christ – ‘Quid Hinieldus cum Christo?’ (What has Ingeld [see Beowulf] to do with Christ?) – certainly states one orthodox Christian attitude to vernacular poetry of pagan origins. But equally well known to the monks of Lindisfarne, no doubt, was the wide licence afforded by Augustine’s judgment upon the Greek and Roman philosophical writers, in a text of the greatest importance to those who study early literature whether in Latin or in the vernacular (CI, Bk.11, ch.40, pp.112–13) – an authorization far more influential in all likelihood than the limited mandate given by Pope Gregory to Abbot Mellitus on his departure to join the mission to the English in 601 (HE, Bk.I, ch.30). As Augustine said of the Platonists so the monks were entitled to say of their native poets: that ‘if [they] have said things by chance that are truthful and conformable to our faith, we must not only have no fear of them, but even appropriate them for our own use from those who are, in a sense, their illegal possessors’. The people of Israel, when they rejected the Egyptian idols and threw off the burden of their bondage to cross the Red Sea towards the Promised Land, did not disdain to take with them the gold and silver of the Egyptians, to put them to a better use, at God’s commandment. In the same way, while the ‘counterfeit and superstitious notions’ of pagan writings must be spurned by Christians aspiring to heaven, any ‘liberal instruction more adapted to the service of truth’ and ‘useful principles about morals’ may by all means be plundered from them. ‘These are, in a sense, their gold and silver. They themselves did not create them, but excavated them, as it were, from some mines of divine Providence’, and all this ‘it is also right for us to receive and possess, in order to convert it to a Christian use.’ Among many great Christian writers who have thus despoiled the Egyptians, Augustine cites Lactantius – to whom is attributed the poem translated and elaborated by one of the Anglo-Saxon poets as The Phoenix. But the example, he repeats, was set by Moses, and ‘what happened in the exodus is undoubtedly a figure that signified the present’ (see the Old English Exodus and its headnotes, and note the treasure-gathering in Exodus as well as in Judith and Beowulf).

Here, then, was a construable legitimization of an ars poetica which was, in origin, the vehicle of the ideas and values of a heathen people; and to Cædmon is traditionally attributed the realization that this ancient native craft could be salvaged and converted to Christian uses, at God’s commandment.

Teachers of Anglo-Saxon literature are familiar with the disappointment students sometimes express when, having hoped to encounter the pagan, the mythological, that which embodies the stoical Anglo-Saxon warrior-farmer confronting his environment and his foes, they are pressed to acknowledge the Christian motivation and subject-matter of so much Anglo-Saxon poetry. But the teacher may not dissimulate: the search for Anglo-Saxon paganism has led to positions of academic fecklessness, to the disreputable, to the sinister (see, for example, evidence presented in E. G. Stanley, The Search for Anglo-Saxon Paganism, Cambridge and Totowa, 1975). Of actively heathen thought very little indeed survives to speak of the structure and content of the creed of Coifi and his antecedents (HE, Bk.lI, ch.13). Of formulaic wisdom of a more secular kind which derives from the pre-Christian period, rather more probably survives, though it is not easy to identify for want of any other truly comparable corpus of literature by which the supposedly distinctive hallmarks of ‘Germanic’ tradition might be verified. But the heroic aspect of Anglo-Saxon poetry, often taken to be the most characteristic legacy of the Anglo-Saxons’ continental Germanic past, is surely not demeaned by its adaptation to Christian purpose. Not inconceivably, the very dynamic of Cædmon’s poetic revolution may have been his realization that the traditional heroic mode was in fact little compromised by the constraints of Christian action and sentiment – that, indeed, the heroic idiom may prove a didactic tool in mediating a whole host of Christian concepts, such as that of spiritual warfare.

Whether or not one accepts the presence of any mystical truth in the world view presented by the Christian poetry of the Anglo-Saxons, one could not wish away the enrichment which came with the dowry of the Mediterranean-Christian intellectual tradition – both the older Roman-Hellenic and the newer patristic legacy. This latter body of material – no mere store of scholastic subtleties, but a source of profound influence upon the very way in which reality was perceived and communicated in much of the poetry – was popularized even among the relatively unlearned through florilegia (anthologies of sayings from the Fathers of the Church, such as the Liber Scintillarum), or through the daily liturgy of the Church, and the prose sermons, often in the vernacular language, which served throughout the Middle Ages to familiarize the illiterate laity with the Scriptures and their interpretation by the Fathers. Repeatedly, when we come to analyse the mode in which an Anglo-Saxon poet has chosen to portray the Christian truths he perceives, we find ourselves dealing with psychological and aesthetic issues fundamental to any theory of the way in which literature, particularly poetry, actually works. The poet’s awareness of the psychology of the relationship between narrator and audience, his ability to exploit the human faculty of responding to literary imitation of reality as authentically as to the reality itself, and to manipulate the listener’s capacity to perceive the symbolic in the literal and to augment out of his own resources that which is expressly stated with that which is implicit, these among others are trained skills which are integral not only (as the Anglo-Saxon poets saw it) to the cultivation of a Christian spiritual response to literature, but also (as we may see it) to the modus operandi of the literary art itself, in any period of literary history.

The poetry produced in this Christian tradition has its flaws. We may regret the self-effacing way in which the poets so often settle for expressing themselves in orthodox terms of Christian thought and imagery, or deplore the general obsession with hell and punishment or Cynewulf’s Christian antisemitism in Elene. But at its frequent best, the poetry has an abiding relevance and what may fairly be called a nobility of purpose. It shows a deep awareness of the integrity and worth of the individual and of organized human society – as well as a humane concern for their tragic frailty. Much of its thought stands, of course, in the mainstream of the western Christian cultural tradition of the Middle Ages – an affinity which, in varying degrees, it shares, fruitfully for the student of ideas and their artistic images, with Anglo-Saxon pictorial and plastic art. But the poetry is not devoid of humour, as the Judith-poet’s relish in his narrative proves. The riddles show the poets’ pleasure in wit, whimsy and ribaldry; and the still-obscure Wulf and Eadwacer suggests that the Anglo-Saxon poet was not inhibited from exploring sexual passion, nor indeed was the episcopal donor of the codex (the Exeter Book) inhibited from letting his monks read such things – though, as already indicated, we may believe that there was much more of this blatantly secular poetry which was not so admitted into codices destined for preservation, and which consequently perished.

Accordingly, despite problems of chronology, the study of Anglo-Saxon poetry affords insights into spiritual, intellectual, social and artistic preoccupations of the Anglo-Saxons, and the opportunity to consider their distinctive formulation of issues which are even now of relevance to us, articulated in the language of which we are heirs and in literary forms amenable to our formal literary-critical approaches.

The description of the basic pattern of the Anglo-Saxon verse line – a line divided by a caesura into two sub-units each commonly containing two principal stressed elements (but quite often three) and a varying number of unstressed elements, the whole line being bound together by an alliterative scheme crossing the caesura – belies the complex of poetic effects open to the inventive poet’s manipulation.

Within each sub-unit a variety of metrical patterns was attainable, and thus opportunities were created for the poet to give calculated metrical pointing to his main sense-words. The overall metrical shape and weight of the first half-line created a certain range of expectations (in the mind of the audience) for the metrical shape and weight of the second half-line, and in the way in which the poet proceeded to structure his statement while meeting these aesthetic expectations there again lay great scope for inventive poetic pointing of the sense relationship betwen these two sub-units. The latitude for creating dynamic correlations of metrical patterning and of sense between the two half-lines was further increased by the alliterative scheme spanning the whole line. Either or both stresses in the first sub-unit could partake in the alliterative scheme; but in the second sub-unit only the first stress was allowed to do so, and it was required to do so: it was therefore a point of maximum rhetorical significance in the whole line. It was the moment of audible resolution of the alliterative rhyme-scheme; it was a peak of metrical emphasis in the profile of the line, and the competent poet would regularly exploit this dramatic potential by making this ‘head-stave’ also a key sense word, so that there often occurred in the head-stave a resolution of the metrical, rhyme and sense scheme of the whole construct.

To all this was added the modulation which the caesura could effect, ranging as it did from the slightest notional rest between the half-lines – so that perhaps the alliterating words expressed the continuous accumulation or swift onward progress of narrative elements – to a full syntactic stop, one which might indeed be even more emphasized by the opening of the new sentence, in the second half-line, with words expressing dramatic contrast to those in the first half-line. By this latter device, for example, the poet of Beowulf embodies in the form of his poem his philosophical belief that sudden reversal of fortune tragically characterizes the human lot. Nor was the complex of effects confined within the boundaries of the single line. It might be extended at the poet’s judgment from one line to the next, into a series of lines, into whole verse paragraphs; and the paragraphs themselves, in the best poetry, could stand in significant relationships of rhetorical characteristics and content of meaning – as in the superbly managed shifts of mood and narrative pace in Beowulf, or in the popular narrative device of threefold incremental repetition used, for example, in the narration of Grendel’s advance upon Heorot in Beowulf, and fundamental to the structure of Guthlac.

Beyond this technical management of metre, rhyme, sense deployment and rhetorical architectonics lay the poet’s art of exploiting the traditional vocabulary and formulaic store of the Old English poetic language – a topic too large to handle here, further than observing that the existence of lexical conventions and norms, while offering the hack poet mechanical salvation, challenged the creative poet with scope for playing off modulations of conventions and norms against the trained expectations of the audience – which is indeed a significant part of the poetic art in almost any age. The richly didactic irony in Judith, as a simple example, functions first by stimulation of the audience’s conventional response to heroic terminology, before exposure of its incongruity when applied to the raucous Holofernes, and recognition of its worthier application to the supposedly vulnerable woman, Judith. The role of the heroic lexis in The Dream of the Rood is altogether more complex and fundamental to the didacticism of that poem.

Of this sophisticated, subtle artistry, in which so often the form of the poem is essentially an aspect of its meaning, modern English translations whether in prose or in verse can hardly catch a half. For every translation is a tissue of compromises, a partial realization, merely, of some of the achievement of the original, recreated or replicated in new words which capture one thing only by sacrificing another. The translations in this book are constrained by the objective of remaining recognizably close, if not rigidly so, to the syntax and vocabulary of the Old English texts, while trying to avoid the no-man’s-language into which translators can easily slip; and since translation into verse, and especially into alliterative verse, imposes dire restriction and compulsion on language, forcing one away from such closeness, these translations are in prose and therefore make no effort systematically to replicate the aural effects of the original, beyond making casual echo of the alliterative manner. They were undertaken with issues of literary history and literary critical interpretation primarily in mind. To this end, manuscript readings have been judged afresh in cases of proposed editorial emendation, and as a general principle translations have been sought which allow the manuscript reading to stand wherever possible.

It has furthermore seemed to accord with these aims that the poems should be located for discussion purposes in their manuscript context, and grouped by codex in this book. This is done partly in order to avoid the false suggestion of a definable evolution in Anglo-Saxon poetry from pagan towards Christian, from early towards late, which can be the result of grouping poems according to subject-matter or speculative dates. But it is also done, more positively, to draw attention to the importance of considering the literary phenomenon of the codex. As much has been included as space would allow of the contents of the Junius manuscript, which is undoubtedly the most coherently organized and thematically integrated of the four main codices. To the Exeter Book too, space has been given as its supreme importance merits; though some of the poems have been omitted from the translation, a brief note marks the position of each one at the proper point in the codex and characterizes the omitted text so that a reasonably complete impression may be conveyed of the whole content and structure of this Anglo-Saxon anthology of poetry. So too in the case of the other codices and remaining individual poems, note has been made, more or less extensively, of the context in which the poetry is recorded.

The codices are, after all, evidence as palpable as any that serves to illuminate the crucial association between the poetry and its patrons. We may speculate endlessly, and to some extent usefully, about the likelihood of this poem or that being sung in the market-place, mead-hall or monastery in the eighth century or the ninth or tenth; but in, say, the Exeter Book we have a palpable document, a book presented to an eleventh-century monastery by a bishop, an act of cultural choice, of literary discrimination, an expression of intent and an analysable motive. Whatever life the poems may have enjoyed before they were collected into the codex, we are in most cases allowed to know only this fact of their existence, that they are uniquely recorded in this codex, and met the purposes of this patron. For each one of the four main codices as for the lesser poetic manuscripts, it is both practical and proper to investigate the organizational principles governing their compilation – a procedure involving examination of the reciprocal relationships of theme, emphasis, imagery, verbal formulations, sometimes of editing in the process of compilation, between the component poems (and prose pieces, in some cases), and the context of the whole collection. The best interpretation of a poem will take into account the implications of its context in the collection, while any attempt to define the organizational principles of a codex must depend partly upon the interpretation given to individual poems.

Thus we may become more clearly aware of the intentions and tastes of that rather small number of codex-compilers who have determined almost all that we are allowed to know of the place of poetry, with its special craft of giving voice to mind and spirit, in the vernacular literary history of the Anglo-Saxons.

S. A. J. BRADLEY


ABBREVIATIONS
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AS Anglo-Saxon                               MS(S) manuscript(s)

fol. folio(s)                                         OE Old English

The abbreviated references to poems follow F. P. Magoun, Jr., ‘Abbreviated titles for the poems of the Anglo-Saxon poetic corpus’, Études Anglaises, T. viii, 2(1955). (See also the Checklist of Old English Poetry.)

Alm – Alms-giving; And – Andreas; BDS – Bede’s Death Song; Brb – Battle of Brunanburh; Bwf – Beowulf; Cœd – Cœdmon’s Hymn; Chr I – Christ I (Advent Lyrics); Chr II – Christ II (Ascension); Chr III – Christ III (Judgment); Crd – Creed; Dan – Daniel; Deo – Deor; DHl – Descent into Hell; DrR – Dream of the Rood; Ele – Elene; Exo – Exodus; FAp – Fates of the Apostles; Fnb – Battle of Finnsburh; FPs – Fragments of Psalms; FtM – Fortunes of Men; Gen – Genesis; GfM – Gifts of Men; Glc – Guthlac; HbM – Husband’s Message; Jud – Judith; Jln – Juliana; LPr III – Lord’s Prayer III; MCh – Metrical Charms; Mld – Battle of Maldon; Mxm I – Maxims I; Mxm II – Maxims II; Phx – Phoenix; Pnt – Panther; Rsg – Resignation; Rdl – Riddles; Rui – Ruin; RCr – Ruthwell Cross; Sfr – Seafarer; SIB II – Soul and Body II; Wan – Wanderer; Whl – Whale; Wid – Widsith; WfL – Wife’s Lament; Wld – Waldere; WlE – Wulf and Eadwacer; XSt – Christ and Satan.


REFERENCES

[image: image]

a) WORKS CITED


ASPR    The Anglo-Saxon Poetic Records: vol. I The Junius Manuscript, ed. G. P. Krapp (New York, 1931); vol. II The Vercelli Book, ed. G. P. Krapp (New York, 1932); vol. Ill The Exeter Book, ed. G. P. Krapp and E. V. K. Dobbie (New York, 1936); vol. IV Beowulf and Judith, ed. E. V. K. Dobbie (New York, 1953); vol. V The Paris Psalter and The Metres of Boethius, ed. G. P. Krapp (New York, 1933); vol. VI The Anglo-Saxon Minor Poems, ed. E. V. K. Dobbie (New York, 1942).

CG    Saint Augustine: The City of God: Bks. I–VII tr. D. B. Zema and G. G. Walsh (Washington, 1950); Bks. VIII–XVI tr. G. G. Walsh and G. Monahan (New York, 1952); Bks.XVII–XXII tr. G. G. Walsh and D. J. Honan (New York, 1954). Vols. VIII, XIV and XXIV respectively in The Fathers of the Church: a New Translation.

CI    Saint Augustine: Christian Instruction, tr. J. J. Gavigan (New York, 1950). Vol. II in The Fathers of the Church: a New Translation.

EHD    English Historical Documents, vol. I (500–1042), tr. D. Whitelock (London, 1953).

HE    Bede’s History of the English Church and People, tr. L. Sherley Price (revised ed., London, 1968).

Ker    Catalogue of Manuscripts containing Anglo-Saxon, N. R. Ker (Oxford, 1957); see also ‘A supplement to Catalogue etc.’, Anglo-Saxon England 5 (1976).

LSc    Defensor’s Liber Scintillarum, ed. E. W. Rhodes (London, 1889; repr. 1973).

NCBEL    New Cambridge Bibliography of English Literature, vol. I, ed. G. Watson (Cambridge, 1974).

NEB    The New English Bible with Apocrypha (Oxford and Cambridge, 1970) from which quotations are taken unless otherwise stated.

PL    Patrologiœ Cursus Completus … Series (Latina) Prima. ed. J. P. Migne (Paris, 1844–64).



(b) FOR FURTHER REFERENCE


Sources and Analogues of Old English Poetry, tr. M. J. B. Aller and D. G. Calder (Cambridge and Totowa, New Jersey 1976).

Sources and Analogues of Old English Poetry II: The Major Germanic and Celtic Texts in Translation, tr. D. G. Calder et al., (Cambridge and Totowa, New Jersey, 1983).

Old English Literature: a Select Bibliography, Fred C. Robinsor (Toronto, 1970).

A Bibliography of Publications of Old English Literature to the End of 1972, S. B. Greenfield and F. C. Robinson (Torontc and Manchester, 1980).

International Bibliography of Books and Articles on the Modern Languages and Literatures (New York, 1970 onwards; annual listings of current publications).

Anglo-Saxon England (Cambridge, 1972 onwards; contains annual bibliography of current publications).



(c) FOR FURTHER READING


A Critical History of Old English Literature, S. B. Greenfield (New York, 1965; London, 1966).

A Study of Old English Literature, C. L. Wrenn (London, 1967).

Old English Verse, T. A. Shippey (London, 1972).

The Art and Background of Old English Poetry, Barbara C. Raw (London, 1978).

The Cambridge Companion to Old English Literature, ed. M. Lapidge and M. Godden (Cambridge, 1991).




THREE
EARLY POEMS


 

Three Early Poems

The dating of OE poems is a notorious problem in AS literary scholarship. The following three poems, however, are of fairly certain antiquity. Two of them have from early times been traditionally and plausibly associated with historical personages of the later seventh and earlier eighth centuries, and one is carved in runes on an artefact generally agreed to belong to the earlier eighth century. The fact that all three are expressly Christian statements witnesses to the infinitely greater chance Christian poetry had over secular poetry of being written down; for literacy, material resources and patronage were from the start the Church’s to command.

Cædmon’s Hymn

[Cambridge, University Library Kk.5.16, fol.128b and many other MSS]

The miracle by which Cædmon, an elderly and untutored lay-brother of the religious house at Whitby, mastered the traditional ars poetica of vernacular English and so became the first poet to adapt it to Christian subject-matter, is told by Bede (HE, Bk.IV, ch.22) as part of his account of the reign of abbess Hilda (657–80). Poetry is claimed as a divine gift in many cultures and ages but there is no good reason to doubt Cædmon’s existence, especially as the miracle itself may plausibly be rationalized in terms of the psychology and mechanics of the oral-formulaic mode of composition; though it may be that Cædmon is only the figure-head for a more diffuse experimentalism among contemporary English poets, for Aldhelm (c.640–709), according to William of Malmesbury’s twelfth-century life of the saint, was winning congregations by similarly singing of Christ in the language and poetry of the Anglo-Saxons. Wherever the innovatory credit is to be placed, the achievement is a momentous one in English literary annals. The ancient vernacular poetry, which might well have been abandoned on account of its unredeemed worldiness or paganism, was successfully sanctified. Indeed, the poets quickly perceived new scope for semantic virtuosity, in exploiting both correspondences and antitheses between Mediterranean-Christian and Germanic-secular concepts and terminology. The way was cleared for centuries of vernacular religious poetry in a direct line of descent.

Though Cædmon composed poems upon Genesis, Exodus and other Old Testament historical books, the gospels and the apostles’ teachings, the Last Judgment, heaven and hell and the blessings and judgments of God, none of his work is known to survive except this traditionally ascribed fragment, associated with Bede’s narrative where it is represented as the first lines of Christian poetry ever to be composed in the English language.

Now we must laud the heaven-kingdom’s Keeper, the Ordainer’s might and his mind’s intent, the work of the Father of glory: in that he, the Lord everlasting, appointed of each wondrous thing the beginning; he, holy Creator, at the first created heaven for a roof to the children of men; he, mankind’s Keeper, Lord everlasting, almighty Ruler, afterwards fashioned for mortals the middle-earth, the world.

Cædmon first sang this song.

The Ruthwell Cross Inscription

[Ruthwell Church, Dumfries]

Whether or not this was the primary purpose of the Ruthwell Cross, it possessed through its location, its shape, its iconographic programme and its inscriptions the power to assert to the meditative beholder in the wilderness of undominated nature and of heathenism the contemporary or suprachronological efficacy of Christ’s historical triumph over Satan and death in the desert and upon the Cross – that victorious struggle with the devil in the wilderness which the saints’ lives (such as Glc) repeat over the ensuing generations. The artefact is in material terms an imitation of the true historic Cross, but the artist goes so far in encouraging a metaphysical identification between the two as to give this stone imitation the personality and the voice itself of the true Cross – needing only a reader of runes to articulate it. The runic verse inscription which shares in this dynamic and didactic relationship between reality and imitation and between word and image apparently belongs with the Cross in the century following Edwin’s conversion to Christianity in 627. There has been time for synthesis. The topic of the verses is Mediterranean-Christian; their vernacular language, poetic idiom, metre, alliteration and runic letter-forms belong to the Germanic heritage of Anglian Northumbria. Deliberate damage to the Cross and weathering account for the incompleteness of the text, which nonetheless shows a very close affinity to lines used later in DrR (39–64).

He stripped himself there, God almighty, when he willed to climb the gallows, bloody in front of all the people. I did not dare to give way …


5       I raised up the powerful King, the Lord of heaven. I did not dare to topple. They humiliated us both together. I was soaked with blood, poured forth …

10       Christ was on the Cross. But diligent and noble men came there from afar to the lonely one. All this I witnessed. I was sorely oppressed by anxieties, nonetheless I bowed…

15       … wounded by sharp points. They laid down the man weary of limb. They stood at his body’s head. There they gazed upon the Lord of heaven…



Bede’s Death-song

[Switzerland, St Gallen Stiftsbibliothek 254 and many other MSS]

The letter Epistola Cuthberti de obitu Bedae from Cuthbert, pupil of Bede and probably that Cuthbert, abbot of Wearmouth, who called himself ‘disciple of the priest Bede’ (Letter to bishop Lul, 764, EHD, p.765), gives a touching account of Bede’s last days which was offered, and doubtless accepted by many succeeding generations, as a true example of saintliness in living and in dying. It was in the final days of his last sickness in 735 that this great scholar of early Christendom, whose competence in Latin poetry is attested by his hymn in honour of Etheldreda (HE, Bk.IV, ch.20) and his De die judicii, composed this short verse in English; for he was also skilled, as Cuthbert records, in the poesy of his own native language. It is an echo of the theme of his Latin poem on the Day of Judgment, the likely source for JgD II. Cuthbert gives only a Latin paraphrase. The earliest MS to include the OE text dates from the ninth century. Twenty-nine MSS of Cuthbert’s letter, from every century thereafter through to the sixteenth, contain Bede’s OE poem.

Before the inevitable journey no man shall grow more discerning of thought than his need is, by contemplating before his going hence what, good or evil, will be adjudged to his soul after his death-day.
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