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coming judgment and the horror of the punishments of hell and the sweetness
of the heavenly kingdom; and a great many others besides about divine grace
and justice in all of which he sought to draw men away from the love of sin
and to inspire them with delight in the practice of good works.”

9. The great majority of extant Old English poems are on religious subjects like those listed here, but most

ure thought to be later thi

THE DREAM OF THE ROOD

The Dream of the Rood (i.e., of the Cross) is the finest of a rather large number of
religious poems in Old English. Neither its author nor its date of composition is
known. It appears in a late tenth-century manuscript located in Vercelli in northern
Italy, a manuscript made up of Old English religious poems and sermons. The poem

may antedate its manuscript, because some passages from the Rood’s speech were

carved, with some variations, in runes on a stone cross at some time after its con
struction early in the eighth century; this is the famous Ruthwell Cross, which is
preserved near Dumfries in southern Scotland. The precise relation of the poem to
this cross is, however, uncertain

The experience of the Rood—its humiliation at the hands of those who changed it
from tree to instrument of punishment for criminals, its humility when the young
hero Christ mounts it, and its pride as the restored “tree of glory’—has a suggestive
relevance to the condition of the sad, lonely, sin-stained Dreamer. His isolation and
melancholy is typical of exile figures in Old English poetry. For the Rood, however,
glory has replaced torment, and at the end, the Dreamer’s description of Christ's
triumphant entry into heaven with the souls He has liberated from hell reflects the
Dreamer's response to the hope that has been brought to him. Christ and the Cross
both act, paradosically, in keeping with, and diametrically opposed to, a code of heroic
action: Christ is heroic and passive, while the Cross is loyal to its lord, yet must

participate in his death

The Dream of the Rood

Listen, I will speak of the best of dreams, of what I dreamed at midnight when
men and their voices were at rest. It seemed to me that I saw a most rare tree
reach high aloft, wound in light, brightest of beams. All that beacon? was
it met the ground, five were above

covered with gold; gems stood fair whe
about the crosspiece. Many hosts of angels gazed on it, fair in the form created
for them. This was surely no felon’s gallows, but holy spirits beheld it there,
men upon earth, and all this glorious creation. Wonderful was the triumph
tree, and | stained with sins, wounded with wrongdoings. I saw the tree of
glory shine splendidly, adorned with garments, decked with gold: jewels had
worthily covered the Lord’s tree. Yet through that gold I might perceive ancient
n to bleed on the right side.* T was all

agony of wretches, for now it be
afflicted with sorrows, I was afraid for that fair sight. 1 saw that bright beacon

1. This prose translation, by E. T. Donaldson, has 2. The Old English word beacen also means token
been based in gencral on the edition of the poem r sign and battle standard

by John C. Pope, Eight Old English Poems, 3rd cd 3. The wound Christ received on the Cross was
rev. by R. D. Fulk (200 supposed to have been on the right side
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change in clothing and color: now it was wet with moisture, drenched with
flowing of blood, now adorned with treasure. Yet L, lying there a long while
troubled, beheld the Saviour's tree until I heard it give voice: the best of trees
began to speak words.

“It was long ago—I remember it still—that I was hewn down at the wood’s
edge, taken from my stump. Strong foes seized me there, hewed me to the
shape they wished to see, commanded me to lift their criminals. Men carried
me on their shoulders, then set me on a hi foes enough fastened me there.
Then I saw the Lord of mankind hasten with stout heart, for he would climb
upon me. I dared not bow or break against God's word hen 1 saw earth’s
surface tremble. I might have felled all foes, but I stood fast. Then the young
Hero stripped himself—that was G d Almighty—strong and stouthearted. He
climbed on the high gallows, bold in the sight of many, when he would free
mankind. I trembled when the W arrior embraced me, yet I dared not bow to
earth, fall to the ground’s surfac 3 but T must stand fast. T was raised up, a
cross; I lifted up the Mighty King, Lord of the Heavens: 1 dared not bend.
They pierced me with dark nails: the wounds are seen on me, open gashes of
hatred. Nor did I dare harm any of them. They mocked us both together. I
was all wet with blood, drenched from the side of that Man after he had sent
forth his spirit. I had endured many bitter happenings on that hill. I saw the
God of Hosts cruelly racked. The shades of night had covered the Ruler's body
with their mists, the bright splendor. Shadow came forth, dark beneath the
clouds. All creation wept, bewailed the King's fall; Christ was on Cross.

“Yet from afar some came hastening to the Lord.* All that I beheld. I was
sore afflicted with griefs, yet bowed to the men’s hands, meekly, eagerly.
Then they took Almighty God, lifted him up from his heavy torment. The
warriors left me standing, covered with blood. I was all wounded with arrows,
They laid him down weary of limb, stood at the body’s head, looked there upon
Heaven’s Lord; and he rested there a while, tired after the great struggle. Then
warriors began to build him an earth-house in the sight of his slayer,’ carved
it out of bright stone; they set there the Wielder of T riumphs. Then they began
to sing him a song of sorrow, de olate in the evening. Then they wished to
turn back, weary, from the great Prince; he remained with small company.®
Yet we” stood in our places a good while, weeping. The voice of the warriors
departed. The body grew cold, fair house of the spirit. Then some began to
fell us to earth—that was a fearful fate! Some buried us in a deep pit. Yet
thanes® of the Lord, friends, learned of me there. . . . decked me in gold and
silver.”

“Now you might understand, my beloved man, that I had endured the work
of evildoers, grievous sorrow Now the time has come that men far and wide
upon earth honor me—and all this glorious creation—and pray to this beacon.
On me God's Son suff red awhile; therefore 1 tower now glorious under the
heavens, and I may heal every one of those who hold me in awe. Of old 1
became the hardest of torments, most loathed by men, before | opened the
right road of life to those who have voices. Behold, the I ord of Glory honored

Ainecording to Johin 19.38-39, it was Joseph of 8, Members of the king’s body of warriors.
Arimathea and Nicodemus who received Christs A number of lines describing the finding of the
body from the Cross Cross have apparently been lost here. Accordingto
Le., the Cross. the legend, St Helen, the mother of onstantine
Le., alone (an understatement). sreat, the first Christian emperor, led a Roman
L., Christ's Cross and those on which the wo expedition that discovered the true Cross in the 4th
thieves were crucified century
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me over all the trees of the wood, the Ruler of Heaven, just as also he honored
his mother Mary, Almighty God for all men’s sake, over all woman’s kind.

“Now I command you, my beloved man, that you tell men of this vision.
Disclose with your words that it is of the tree of glory on which Almighty God
suffered for mankind's many sins and the deeds Adam did of old. He tasted
death there; yet the Lord arose again to help mankind in his great might. Then
he climbed to the heavens. He will come again hither on this earth to seek
mankind on Doomsday, the Lord himself, Almighty God, and his angels with
him, for then he will judge, he who has power to judge, each one just as in
this brief life he has deserved. Nor may any one be unafraid of the word the
Ruler will speak. Before his host he will ask where the man is who in the name
of the Lord would taste bitter death as he did on the Cross. But then they will
be afraid, and will think of little to begin to say to Christ. There need none be
afraid who bears on his breast the best of tokens, but through the Cro: all
the kingdom be sought by each soul on this earthly journey that thinks to dwell
with the Lord.”

Then I prayed to the tree, blithe-hearted, confident, there where I was alone
with small company. My heart'’s thoughts were urged on the way hence. 1
endured many times of longing. Now is there hope of life for me, that T am
permitted to seek the tree of triumph, more often than other men honor it
well, alone. For it my heart's desire is great, and my hope of protection is
directed to the Cross. I do not possess many powerful friends on earth, but
they have gone hence from the delights of the world, sought for themselves
the King of Glory. They live now in the heavens with the High Father, dwell
in glory. And every day I look forward to when the Lord’s Cross that I beheld
here on earth will fetch me from this short life and bring me then where joy
is great, delight in the heavens, where the Lord's folk are seated at the feast,
where bliss is eternal. And then may it place me where thenceforth I may
dwell in glory, fully enjoy bliss with the saints. May the Lord be my friend,
who once here on earth suffered on the gallows-tree for man’s sins: he freed
us and granted us life, a heavenly home. Hope was renewed, with joys and
with bliss, to those who endured fire.' The Son was victorious in that foray,
mighty and successful. Then he came with his multitude, a host of spirits, into
God's kingdom, the Almighty Ruler; and the angels and all the saints who
dwelt then in glory rejoiced when their Ruler, Almighty God, came where his

home was.

1. This and the following sentences refer to the  which He released the souls of certain of the patri
Harrowing (i.e., pillaging) of Hell; after His death archs and prophets, conducting them  trium-
on the Cross, Christ descended into Hell, from  phantly to Heaven.

BEOWULF

Beownlf, the oldest of the great long poems written in English, may have been com-
posed more than twelve hundred years ago, in the first half of the eighth century,

although some scholars would place it as late as the tenth century. As is the case with
most Old English poems, the title has been assigned by modern editors, for the man-
useripts do not normally give any indication of title or authorship. Linguistic evidenc
shows that the poem was originally composed in the dialect of what was then Mercia,
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BEDE (ca. 673-735) and CEDMON’'S HYMN

The Venerable Bede (the title by which he is known to posterity) became a novice at
the age of seven and spent the rest of his life at the neighboring monasteries of
Wearmouth and Jarrow. Although he may never have traveled beyond the boundaries
of his native district of Northumbria, he achieved an international reputation as one
of the greatest scholars of his age. Writing in Latin, the learned language of the era
Bede produced many theological works as well as books on science and rhetoric, but
his most popular and enduring work is the Ecclesiastical History of the English People
(completed 731). The History tells about the Anglo-Saxon conquest and the vicissi
tudes of the petty kingdoms that comprised Anglo-Saxon England; Bede's main
theme, however, is the spread of Christianity and the growth of the English church

The latter were the great events leading up to Bede’s own time, and he regarded them
as the unfolding of God's providence. The History is, therefore, also a moral work and
a hagiography—that is, it contains many stories of saints and miracles meant to testify
to the grace and glory of God

The story we reprint preserves what is probably the earliest extant Old English
poem (composed sometime between 658 and 680) and the only biographical infor
mation, outside of what is said in the poems themselves, about any Old English poet
Bede tells how Caedmon, an illiterate cowherd employed by the monastery of Whitby,
miraculously received the gift of song, entered the monastery, and became the
founder of a school of Christian poetry. Caedmon was clearly an oral-formulaic poet,
one who created his work by combining and varying formulas—units of verse devel-
oped in a tradition transmitted by one generation of singers to another. In this respect
he resembles the singers of the Homeric poems and oral-formulaic poets recorded in
the twentieth century, especially in the Balkan countries. Although Bede tells us that
Ciedmon had never leamned the art of song, we may suspect that he concealed his
skill from his fellow workmen and from the monks because he was ashamed of know-
ing “vain and idle” songs, the kind Bede says Caedmon never composed. Czedmon'’s
inspiration and the true miracle, then, was to apply the meter and language of such
songs, presumably including pagan heroic verse, to Christian themes

Although most Old English poetry was written by lettered poets, they continued to
use the oral-formulaic style. The Hymn is, therefore, a good short example of the
way Old English verse, with its traditional poetic diction and interwoven formulaic
expressions, is constructed. Eight of the poem’s eighteen half-lines contain epithets
describing various aspects of God: He is Weard (Guardian), Meotod (Measurer),
Wauldor-Fader (Glory-Father), Drihten (Lord), Seyppend (Creator), and Frea (Mas-
ter). God is heofonrices Weard or mancynnes Weard (heaven's or mankind's
Guardian), depending on the alliteration required. This formulaic style provides a
richness of texture and meaning difficult to convey in translation. As Bede said about
his own Latin paraphrase of the Hymn, no literal translation of poetry from one
language to another is possible without sacrifice of some poetic quality

Several manuscripts of Bede’s History contain the OId English text in addition to
Bedes Latin version. The poem is given here in a West Saxon form with a literal
interlinear translation. In Old English spelling, z (as in Cedmon'’s name and line 3)
is a vowel symbol that represents the vowel of Modern English cat; b (line 2) and 8
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From An Ecclesiastical History of the English People

[THE STORY OF CEDMON]

Heavenly grace had especially singled out a certain one of the brothers in the
monastery ruled by this abbess,’ for he used to compose devout and religious

songs. Whatever he learned of holy Scripture with the aid of interpreters, he
test and most moving poetry in his own language

quickly turned into the swe
that is to say English. It often happened that his songs kindled a contempt for
this world and a longing for the life of Heaven in the hearts of many men.
Indeed, after him others among the English people tried to compose religious
poetry, but no one could equal him because he was not taught the art of song
by men or by human agency but received this gift through heavenly grace
Therefore, he was never able to compose any vain and idle songs but only
such as dealt with religion and were proper for his religious tongue to utter.
As a matter of fact, he had lived in the secular estate until he was well
advanced in age without learning any songs. Therefore, at feasts, when it was
decided to have a good time by taking turns singing, whenever he would see
the harp getting close to his place,? he got up in the middle of the meal and
went home

Once when he left the feast like this, he went to the cattle shed, which he
had been assigned the duty of guarding that night. And after he had stretched
himself out and gone to sleep, he dreamed that someone was standing at his
side and greeted him, calling out his name. “Caedmon,” he said, “sing me
something.”

And he replied, “I don't know how to sing; that is why T left the feast to

come here—because I cannot sing.
All the same,” said the one who was speaking to him, “you have to sing for

me.”

“What must | sing?” he said

And he said, “Sing about the Creation

At this, Czedmon immediately began to sing verses in praise of God the
Creator, which he had never heard before and of which the sense is this
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This is the general sense but not the exact order of the words that he sang in
his sleep;* for it is impossible to make a literal translation, no matter how well-
written, of poetry into another language without losing some of the beauty
and dignity. When he woke up, he remembered cverything that he had sung
in his sleep, and to this he soon added, in the same poetic measure, more
verses praising God.

The next morning he went to the reeve,® who was his foreman, and told him
about the gift he had received. He was taken to the abbess and ordered to tell
his dream and to recite his song to an audience of the most learned men so
that they might judge what the nature of that vision was and where it came
from. It was evident to all of them that he had been granted the heavenly grace
of God. Then they expounded some bit of sacred story or teaching to him, and
instructed him to turn it into poetry if he could. He agreed and went away
And when he came back the next morning, he gave back what had been com
missioned to him in the finest verse.

Therefore, the abbess, who cherished the grace of God in this man,
instructed him to give up secular life and to take monastic vows. And when
she and all those subject to her had received him into the c ommunity of broth-
ers, she gave orders that he be taught the whole sequence of sacred history.
He remembered everything that he was able to learn by listening, and turning
it over in his mind like a clean beast that chews the cud.” he converted it into
sweetest song, which sounded so delightful that he made his teachers, in their
turn, his listeners. He sang about the creation of the world and the origin of
the human race and all the history of Genesis; about the exodus of Israel out
of Egypt and entrance into the promised land; and about many other stories
of sacred Scripture, about the Lord's incarnation, and his passion,® resurrec.
tion, and ascension into Heaven; about the advent of the Holy Spirit and the
teachings of the apostles. He also made many songs about the terror of the
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