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General Editors’ Preface

The Oxford English Literary History is the twenty-first-century successor to the Oxford History of English Literature, which appeared in fifteen volumes between 1945 and 1997. As in the previous series, each volume offers an individual scholar’s vision of a discrete period of literary history. Each has a distinctive emphasis and structure, determined by its author’s considered view of the principal contours of the period. But all the volumes are written in the belief that literary history is a discipline necessary for the revelation of the power of imaginative writing to serve as a means of human understanding, past, present, and future.

Our primary aim is to explore the diverse purposes of literary activity and the varied mental worlds of writers and readers in the past. Particular attention is given to the institutions in which literary acts take place (educated communities, publishing networks, and so forth), the forms in which literary works are presented (traditions, genres, structural conventions), and the relationship between literature and broader historical continuities and transformations. Literary history is distinct from political history, but a historical understanding of literature cannot be divorced from cultural and intellectual revolutions or the effects of social change and the upheaval of war.

We do not seek to offer a comprehensive survey of the works of all ‘major’, let alone ‘minor’, writers of the last thousand years and more. All literary histories are inevitably incomplete—as was seen from the rediscovery in the late twentieth century of many long-forgotten women writers of earlier eras. Every literary history has to select; in so doing, it reconfigures the ‘canon’. We cast our nets very widely and make claims for many works not previously regarded as canonical, but we are fully conscious of our partiality. Detailed case studies are preferred to summary listings.

A further aim is to undertake a critical investigation of the very notion of a national literary heritage. The word ‘literature’ is often taken to refer to poems, plays, and novels, but historically a much wider range of writing may properly be considered as ‘literary’ or as belonging within the realm of what used to be called ‘letters’. The boundaries of the literary in general and of English literary history in particular have changed through the centuries. Each volume maps those boundaries in the terms of its own period.

For the sake of consistency and feasibility, however, two broad definitions of ‘English Literary History’ have been applied. First, save in the polyglot cultures of the Anglo-Saxon and Anglo-Norman eras, we have confined ourselves to the English language—a body of important work written in Latin between the fourteenth and the seventeenth centuries has been excluded. And, secondly, we have concentrated on works that come from, or bear upon, England. Most of the writing of other English-speaking countries, notably the United States of America, is excluded. We are not offering a world history of writing in the English language. Those Americans who lived and worked in England, however, fall within the scope of the series.

So too with Scottish, Irish, Welsh writers, and those from countries that were once part of the British Empire: where their work was produced or significantly disseminated in England, they may be included. Indeed, such figures are of special importance in many volumes, exactly because their non-English origins often placed them in an ambivalent relationship with England. Throughout the series, particular attention is paid to encounters between English and other traditions. But we have also recognized that Scottish, Welsh, Irish, African, Asian, Australasian, and Caribbean literatures all have their own histories, which we have not sought to colonize.

It would be possible to argue endlessly about periodization. The arrangement of the Oxford English Literary History is both traditional and innovative. For instance, the period around the beginning of the nineteenth century has long been thought of as the ‘Romantic’ one; however we may wish to modify the nomenclature, people will go on reading and studying the Lake Poets and the ‘second-generation Romantics’ in relation to each other, so it would have been factitious to introduce a volume division at, say, 1810. On the other hand, it is still too soon for there to be broad agreement on the literary-historical shape of the twentieth century: to propose a single break at, say, 1945 would be to fall in with the false assumption that literature moves in tandem with events. Each volume argues the case for its own period as a period, but at the same time beginning and ending dates are treated flexibly, and in many cases—especially with respect to the twentieth century—there is deliberate and considerable overlap between the temporal boundaries of adjacent volumes.

The voices of the last millennium are so various and vital that English literary history is always in the process of being rewritten. We seek both to chart and to contribute to that rewriting, for the benefit not just of students and scholars but of all serious readers.

Jonathan Bate

Colin Burrow
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Note on Languages and Translations


Languages


In England, there were three main languages in written use in the period 1000–1350.



(1) Latin, the language of the Church and Europe’s lingua franca. The Latin of medieval England is entirely comprehensible to readers of Classical Latin, though stylistic fashions changed over time. For changes in vocabulary and usage, the Dictionary of Medieval Latin from British Sources is an indispensable scholarly resource.


(2) English, varying by regional dialect and in transition over time, from what we now call ‘Old English’ (c.600–1150) to ‘Early Middle English’ (c.1150–1300/50) and later ‘Middle English’ (c.1300/50–1500).



The variety of Old English prevalent around the year 1000 is now known as ‘Late West Saxon’; it was a remarkably standardized vernacular language, which was used alongside Latin as a language of record, government, and literature. The alphabet contained several letters not in Modern English:

[image: image]

English temporarily lost its status as a prestige written language after the Norman Conquest; Latin was used by native and immigrant clergy alike, and French became the language of the court. English remained the language of the vast majority of the population, however, and writing in that language continued for preaching and pastoral purposes even during the hiatus in other genres. Bilingualism was common, if not close to ubiquitous in the upper levels of society, and trilingualism was not rare among the higher clergy. Communities were effectively bi- and trilingual even when individuals were not. As a primarily spoken language, however, English lost its former standardization as it evolved into what we call Early Middle English, written towards the end of the twelfth century, and a variety of dialectal and idiosyncratic changes appear.

Middle English continues to use thorn (þ) and eth (ð), though the latter begins to die out in the fourteenth century, and ‘th’ is increasingly used alongside and instead of þ.

A new character appears: Ȝ, ȝ—‘yogh’. It can represent a variety of sounds, including the ‘y’ in ‘year’, the ‘ch’ in ‘loch’, the ‘gh’ in ‘higher’, and the ‘dg’ in ‘edge’. In northern dialects it could be used in place of ‘z’. (Yogh evolved from the Old English ‘g’, which was written with an open top. In OE ‘g’ was used for all of these sounds, as well as the hard ‘g’.)

J, j is used interchangeably with ‘i’, especially in numerals (e.g. xiij =13).

Variations in usage can be seen throughout the quotations from twelfth-, thirteenth-, and fourteenth-century English in this book. Except where noted I have followed the relevant editions, which typically provide editorial capitalization, punctuation, and occasional corrections, not standardizing or modernizing any further.



(3) French, brought to England by the Normans and made ubiquitous as the spoken language of aristocratic society. French was written in England from the early twelfth century onwards, and over time diverged from continental dialects in ways that contemporaries commented upon, comparing it unfavourably with Parisian French. The twentieth-century name for the French dialect spoken and written in medieval England was ‘Anglo-Norman’, a term now falling out of use (it misleadingly implies hybridity, and ‘Norman’ is not a language). Medieval English writers simply called it ‘French’, and I have followed their example.



The umbrella term used for the French language (and all its dialectal variants) during the twelfth and thirteenth centuries is ‘Old French’. Old French shows great variation in syntax and grammar, with little standardization. Nonetheless, it is significantly closer to modern French than Old English is to modern English, and users of modern French will find it relatively approachable. Kibler’s Introduction (listed in the Bibliography) is a helpful guide.


Translations

With the exception of some passages in Middle English, all quotations in languages other than modern English are provided with full prose translations. Where these have been taken from printed editions (occasionally with some alterations), this is referenced in the notes; otherwise, translations are my own. The aim has been to provide a balance between literal meaning and the passage’s style and effects, and above all to enable access to the original. Occasionally my translations reflect unreproducible ambiguities, by the awkward but necessary expedient of providing alternatives.





Introduction




diabolus. Cil qu’il vus ad tant defendu,Il ad en sei mult grant vertu.En celui est grace de vie,De poësté, de seignorie,De tut saveir, e bien e mal.

eva.          Quel savor a?1

(devil.      The one he’s so firmly forbidden you containsthe most wondrous virtue. It holds the crowninggift of life, of the power to rule, of sovereignty,of all knowledge, both good and evil.

eve.          What does it taste like?)





‘Quel savor a?’ Offered power over the secrets of the universe, Eve wants to know how it will feel on her tongue. Gathered in the churchyard for this liturgical drama, a twelfth-century audience would have understood that Eve is a limited creature, confined by her female flesh. But they would also have understood. The power of any idea exists in its encounter with a living person, when it is tasted, and that person is changed. As a literary history, this book is about the ideas that shaped people’s lives in the High Middle Ages, and the lived experiences and the texts that shaped their ideas. Necessarily, then, it is a complex narrative: a genealogy of cultural development, tracing the genetics and environment, inheritance and adaptation, conflict and competition, of ideas over time. The period from the millennium to the fourteenth century witnessed profound and lasting transformations in literature, society, and culture, whose effects are still felt. The aim of this book is not merely to document and describe those changes, but to explain how they came about.

The stretch of time from 1000 to around 1350 in England includes two foreign conquests, several civil and foreign wars, the gain and loss of most of France, Magna Carta, the foundation of parliament and the universities, a huge programme of pastoral instruction, the invention of the Common Law and highly complex machinery of government and justice, a great economic and urban expansion, and a huge volume of writing in Latin, French, and English. Unfortunately, however, it does not contain either Beowulf or Chaucer, which belong to volumes 0 and 2 of this series. In English literary terms the gap between the glories of Anglo-Saxon literature and the efflorescence of the Ricardian era has never been considered a literary ‘period’, but rather an interim—a sad epilogue that gives way to a tentative prologue—or a series of ruptures, further occluded by the literature’s multilingualism, and its attendant relative obscurity. Needless to say, this is not my perception. In beginning my narrative around the millennium, I intend to demonstrate the continuities that bind Anglo-Saxon to post-Conquest cultures; I suggest, in fact, that in cultural terms the reigns of Edgar and Æthelred were rather more anomalous than those of Cnut and William. Correspondingly, connections will repeatedly emerge with later medieval literature, for the great creativity of these centuries did not vanish; it was foundational to what followed. And throughout the book, moving through the writings of medieval England means working with Latin, French, English, and occasionally other languages; this is an English literary history, and these are the works of English literature.

This book is shaped around a narrative of transformation, illuminated by literary, cultural, and social production. ‘Transformation’ is not too strong a word. I am tempted to say that everything changed during these centuries; that being so, a narrative can be justified, without being teleological. The theology of this era saw the focus shift from God the Father to the suffering Christ, while religious experience became ever more highly charged with emotional affectivity and physical devotion. A new philosophy of interiority turned attention inwards, to the exploration of self, and the practice of confession expressed that interior reality with unprecedented importance. The old understanding of penitence as a whole and unrepeatable event, a second baptism, was replaced by a new allowance for repeated repentance and penance, and the possibility of continued purgation of sins after death. The concept of love moved centre stage: in Christ’s love as a new explanation for the Passion; in the love of God as the only means of governing the self; in the newly created sacramental status of marriage, by which willing love and consent symbolized mystical and idealized union; in the appearance of narrative fiction, where heterosexual love was suddenly represented as the goal of secular life. In the writing of fiction—a mode that had not been used before in English literature—further emerged the figure of the individual, a unique protagonist bound in social and ethical relation with other individuals; from this came a profound recalibration of moral agency, with reference not only to God but to society. More generally, the social and ethical status of secular lives was drastically elevated by the creation and celebration of courtly and chivalric ideals, in defiance of orthodox Church teaching—even while the Church too sought sovereignty in the secular realm, with the call to crusade, and constant power struggles between papacy, emperors, and kings. In England the ideal of kingship was forged and reforged over these centuries, in intimate relation with native ideals of counsel and consent, bound by the law. In the aftermath of Magna Carta, and as parliament grew in reach and importance, a politics of the public sphere emerged, with a literature to match.

These vast transformations, some Europe-wide, some confined to England, have long been observed in their separate fields. This book aims to offer an account of these changes by which they are all connected, and explicable in terms of one another. It is a theory of forces and pressures, of the coalescence of ideas from circumstances, and the inevitable results of particular kinds of contact, between individuals and institutions, societies and ideas. It is a story of unintended consequences, and the limitations of power, as much as one of creative collaboration and personal inspiration. I have tried to illuminate how people thought, via the patterns and connections that emerge in writing, and to investigate why they thought as they did, and with what consequences for their lives and their society. This necessarily involves a degree of extrapolation, particularly in the earlier part of the period: there are decades-long stretches from which all surviving writings must be attributed to members of the clergy, or Church-trained agents of royal government. Nevertheless, these writers were part of the wider world, and engaged with it. Levels of popular, lay literacy and the mechanisms of textual circulation and dissemination are difficult to assess in the High Middle Ages, but they were certainly on an accelerated rise, fed by shared, community, and functional literacies, and a vast oral culture. This is a period in which the scope of available thought was greatly increased; powerful, newly forged ideas appear on all sides, ready to be absorbed or violently rejected, adapted and combined with other ideas, fused into new shapes. No idea can be eradicated, and violent rejection is one measure of power and influence; equally, no idea is lost, without passing its genes on in new combinations. In tracing these developments, my touchstone for understanding what is happening has been the simple assumption that people then were more or less as people now, but with access to a different panoply of ideas and hierarchy of ideals. Their reactions to the world around them are explicable, as all human reactions are explicable.

As the Contents page will show, the book’s arguments form a web across all chapters. Particular stories appear as threads in several chapters; all are in dialogue with one another. At the heart may be said to be an investigation of epistemology, broadly construed. I am concerned with what was ‘known’ about reality, how people received and processed that knowledge, from where they thought it derived, and how they chose to use it. This period’s literature is fired by fundamental questions: what is the relation of God and man? What is the purpose of life? What is the value and significance of the physical world, the reality in which we live? What are the responsibilities of any individual, to God, to society, to other individuals? How can I know who I am? These and other questions are the matter of this book, as these centuries’ thinkers and writers generate their own contingent and changing answers, some of which still reverberate in the modern world, and all of which have left their traces.

During the eleventh century there arose a prolonged controversy about the real nature of the eucharist. On one side of the debate stood Berengar of Tours (c.1000–88); on the other, Lanfranc of Bec (c.1010–89), archbishop of Canterbury from 1070. Berengar used Augustinian sign theory to argue that the bread and wine consecrated in the mass did not change substantially, in the Aristotelian sense of ‘substance’, to become the body and blood of Christ, as Lanfranc held; rather they became the sacrament, which is to say they became the sign of the eternal reality of Christ’s body and blood.2


Sacramentum, id est sacrum signum. Diffinitionem signi habes eodem auctore in libro de doctrina christiana: Signum est res, praeter speciem quam ingerit sensibus, ex se faciens aliud aliquid in cogitationem venire. Non ait: In manum, in os, in dentem, in ventrem, sed: In cogitationem.3

([Augustine says] ‘Sacrament, that is a sacred sign.’ You have a definition of ‘sign’ from the same author in the book on Christian doctrine: ‘A sign is a thing that, contrary to the appearance it presents to the senses, by its nature makes something different come into thought.’ He did not say ‘in the hand, in the mouth, on the tooth, in the stomach’, but ‘in thought’.)



This was not to deny the presence of Christ’s body in the mass, Berengar insisted; the sacrament signifies the presence of the body and blood in a manner entirely real, without being physically material. For Berengar, the substance of the bread and wine could not logically be destroyed and replaced by a different substance in the act of consecration; rather, the bread and wine gain the signification of Christ’s body and blood and so become the sacrament, a sign of holy truth. This higher reality is perceived in the light of faith:


Quae enim corporalia erant videbas corporalibus oculis, id est res, quas consecratio altaris non absumit sed esse sacramenta constituit, id est subiecta panis sensualia et vini, sed quae sacramentorum sunt cordis oculis nisi illuminatus videre non poteras. … quantum enim ad naturam panis est quod tu vides oculis corporis, quantum ad divinam benedictionem ipse panis est corpus Christi, quod attendere debes oculis cordis, oculis fidei.4

(For that which was corporal you saw with bodily eyes: that is what the consecration on the altar does not destroy, but rather makes become the sacraments—that is to say, the physical bread and wine. But you cannot see these sacraments with the eyes of the heart without revelation. … For just as by nature the bread is what you see with your bodily eyes, so by divine blessing the same bread is the body of Christ, which you must look for with the eyes of the heart, the eyes of faith.)



Against this ‘symbolic’ reading, Lanfranc and those who followed him as ‘realists’ insisted that the sacrament was simultaneously both sign and signified, signum et signatum: the eucharist was not a sign of something else, as Berengar had argued using Augustine’s definition, but rather the sign of itself: non aliud sed ipsum significat.5 The reality of Christ’s body was the holy ‘mystery’, the sacrum secretum of the sacrament; the eucharist was both the sign of that mystery and the mystery itself. Berengar of Tours’s symbolic definition of the eucharist was ultimately declared heretical; his views were officially condemned by Gregory VII in 1079. However, the lasting importance of this interchange, as Irène Rosier-Catach argues, lay in the primacy both parties gave to the fundamental nature of the sacrament as sign, the physical manifestation of an abstract thing, presented to the understanding.6 It was this status as sign that enabled marriage to be regarded as a sacrament, for despite its having no bearing upon salvation, marriage was the sign of the mystical union of Christ and the Church.7 The unavoidably physical nature of the sign, and hence of all sacraments, entailed a renewed focus on the physical world and sensual experience as the necessary and only route to understanding of the invisible, hidden reality. Hugh of Saint-Victor explained why the physical form was essential to the sacrament:


Sacramentum est visibilis forma invisibilis gratiae in eo collatae … Propter eruditionem; quia cum homo ante peccatum haberet cognitionem veritatis et tunc sine medio posset Deum videre, per superbiam excaecatus est; et ut ad cognitionem redeat necessaria sunt haec visibilia per quae eruditur mens ad intelligenda invisibilia.8

(A sacrament is the visible form of invisible grace, brought together in one … For the sake of education: for while man understood the truth before he sinned, and then could see God without mediation, he was blinded by pride. As a means of returning to understanding these visible things are necessary, through which the mind can be taught to understand the invisible.)



Alexander of Hales (d. 1245), a little later, suggested that this relationship between man and the physical world, his reliance upon the senses as the only means of acquiring knowledge, was a meaningful and balancing response to original sin:


sicut homo fuit seductus per sensibilia, ab ipso separata, ita per sensibilia separata reducetur. Et propter hoc omnia sacramenta instituta post lapsum hominis, exteriorem habent materiam.9

(Just as man was seduced by sensible objects, distinct from himself, so he will be restored by distinct, sensible objects. And this is why all sacraments instituted since the fall of man have an outer materiality.)



Another English theologian named Richard Fishacre (d. 1248) offered further reflections on the workings of the sign, and argued for its essential grounding not in singular but in dual referentiality. That is, the sign functions in relation both to its signified, and to the mind that receives and understands it:


Sic signum, ut aestimo … significat relationem unam ad significatum et aliam ad eum cui significat, quae duplex relatio tangitur in definitione hic posita: relatio ad significatum per hoc quod dicit ‘aliud’, scilicet significatum, relatio ad aliquem cui significat, per hoc quod dicit ‘in cogitationem venire’ … sic signum est signum alicuius et alicui.10

(So the sign, in my opinion … signifies one relation to what is signified, and another to the one for whom it signifies, which doubled relationship is implied in the definition here posited [by Augustine]:11 the relation to the signified where it says ‘another thing’, that is the signified, and the relation to the one for whom it signifies, where it says ‘to come into the thought’ … so a sign is a sign of something and to someone.)



In this he followed Anselm’s work on sign theory as a means of defining the nature of truth.12 Anselm’s De veritate began from the difficulty that while God is truth, there seem to be other true things that are not eternal: so what kind of truth do they possess? He argued that there are two kinds of truth in statements: when they properly signify what they are intended to signify they are correctly formed, and hence ‘true’ in a simple sense; but when what they signify accurately correlates to reality they also have ‘rightness’, rectitudo, and are true in a profound sense. Statements that make grammatical sense (‘it is day’) always have the first kind of truth; the second kind depends upon usage (is it day at this moment?). It is only those statements possessing both levels of truth that are commonly called ‘true’. But in order to judge the full truth of a statement, its rectitudo, the hearer must compare it with his independent knowledge of reality; that is, the rectitudo of a statement lies equally in its accord with the external world, and the perception of this accord by a rational mind: ‘veritas est rectitudo mente sola perceptibilis’13 (‘truth is rightness perceptible by the mind alone’). It is from here that Anselm was able to construct parallel theories of the truth of the will, and the nature of justice: for the will is ‘true’ in the simple sense when it comes from the creature’s nature, but right when it wills what it ought to, and so conforms to rectitude, which can be perceived only rationally. Meanwhile, an action may be right in itself but performed for the wrong reasons (such as under coercion), or for no rational reason (such as the behaviour of an animal). So it is only when the will conforms to rectitude—it wills what it ought—for no reason other than the sake of rectitude itself—a rational mind has understood what is right—that it enacts justice in the world; and justice is truth.


Nulla namque est iustitia quæ non est rectitudo, nec alia quam rectitudo voluntatis iustitia dicitur per se. Dicitur enim rectitudo actionis iustitia, sed non nisi cum iusta voluntate fit actio. (1. 194)

(Therefore there is no justice that is not truth/rightness, nor is justice in itself said to be anything other than the truth/rightness of the will. The truth/rightness of action is said to be justice, but only if the action is performed with a just will.)



By these means, Anselm connected logical truth with moral truth, understanding creation as a morally interpretable reality, its rightness instantiated by God and perceptible to rational minds. Truth is actively present in creation when it is understood by a rational mind; justice is brought into being in the world when the will is conformed to what is right. This remained true even in the operation of the sacraments, those sacred signs that always signify truly and that are themselves the reality they signify: for a deceitful or resistant recipient can nullify their effect, preventing their truth from becoming efficacious. Following Anselm’s system of dual truth, Bonaventure explained that the sinful recipient’s refusal properly to accept the sacrament, to understand what it is and signifies, deprives them of its rightness (which is nonetheless real):




signum duplicem habet veritatem, ut dicit Anselmus: unam ab institutione, aliam ab usu. Ab institutione, quia imposita est ad hoc significandum; et haec veritas non potest permutari. Alia veritas est secundum usum, scilicet quando significat illud ad quod est instituta per usum, et hanc veritatem amittit. Signum igitur sacramentale, quantum ad primam semper est verum, quantum est ex parte sui sive dantis, sed impeditur solum a parte suscipientis: ideo sacramentum non falsificatur, sed male recipiens falsus et fictus iudicatur.14

(A sign has two kinds of truth, as Anselm says: one from its form, the other from usage. It is true in form when it is properly arranged to signify something; this kind of truth is immutable. The other kind of truth follows usage, that is when it effectively signifies what it was formed to signify: and that truth can be lost. The sacramental sign is always true in the first sense, as far as concerns the thing itself or the one who gives it, but it can be compromised by the actions of the recipient: so the sacrament is not rendered false; rather its evil reception is to be judged false and fraudulent.)



Elsewhere Bonventure simply clarified that the sacraments ‘semper habent significantiam veritatis, sed non semper efficaciam curationis, non propter defectum a parte sui, sed a parte suscipientis’15 (‘always have the signification of truth, but not always the efficacy of spiritual healing, not on account of any defect in themselves, but on the part of the recipient’).

These are complex academic arguments, but they were not isolated from the outside world. The sacraments were the most profound point of contact between the Church and the laity; it mattered very much by what means and in what circumstances they were successfully enacted, and what reality that entailed. What I want to adduce from these theories of the sacraments is threefold. First, the recuperative focus on the physical world, and the bodily senses, as the only means of acquiring knowledge. Understanding was the product of experience, and experience was necessarily sensate and material. Second, the reification of physical objects in the sacrament that came with the triumph of Lanfranc over Berengar: it is not that the bread and wine are material signs of a higher, more important, and thoroughly distinct reality; rather, the higher reality subsists within and is part of, participates in, the material reality of the bread and wine. Divinity is in the world, in the flesh, the eternal verbum caro factum. In this way the physical world as a whole is divinely, and not merely cognitively, recuperated. Thirdly and finally, the dual relation of the sign, both to what is signified and to whom it signifies, engages the Christian in the very fabric of the sign and in its efficacy.

This epistemology is concerned with the creation of meaning— interpretable signs—and of truth—an accurate relation of sign to signified—and of rightness, or higher truth—an accurate relation of sign and signified to reality. Meaning and truth are permanent, as God is eternal, but in the world they are latent, without the engagement of a rational mind. Rightness—and justice, both of which are the same thing as higher truth—can subsist only in man’s perception and understanding of created reality: physical signs and sensate experiences acted upon by the minds who receive and understand them. This truth which is justice and rightness entails not only the mind’s understanding, but also the accordance of the will with what is right, and hence with the divine reality. But it is critical that truth, rightness, and justice all exist in the material world, in the minds of human beings; their reality is created and governed by the divine, but it is not abstracted from the physical world and located in some other dimension. The consequences of this understanding are far-reaching. Church orthodoxy had long derided the world, and all life in the world, as a testing ground of sin, and a waste of decay and loss. These new philosophies provided the theoretical structure for a vast ideological development, something gaining ground in culture, which these thinkers partly created and inspired, partly followed and rationalized. Absorbed participants in the groundswell of their times, they produced a philosophical script for profound change: the turn to the world; a renewed attention to the possibilities of human life, and its lasting significance. Periodically in history epistemologies shift like this, driven by changes large and small. In this world, in a way that had not been true a couple of centuries earlier, the human mind was the creator of meaning.
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England, c.1000

This World is in Haste




Víst hefr Valþjóf hraustan

Viljalmr, sás rauð malma,

hinn, es haf skar sunnan

hélt, í tryggð of véltan.

Satts, at síð mun létta,

snarr en minn vas harri,

—deyrat mildingr mærri—

manndráp á Englandi.




(Prose word order: Viljalmr, sás rauð malma, hinn, es skar hélt haf sunnan, hefr víst of véltan hraustan Valþjóf í tryggð. Satts, at manndráp mun síð létta á Englandi, en harri minn vas snarr; mærri mildingr deyrat.)

(William, who reddened weapons, the one who cut the rime-flecked sea from the south, has indeed betrayed the bold Waltheof under safe conduct.
It is true that killings will be slow to cease in England, but my lord was brave; a more splendid munificent prince will not die.)1




This fragmentary poem is not English literature; but it so easily might have been. It survives in a thirteenth-century Norse saga celebrating the deeds of Harald Hardrada, king of Norway, who led the other invasion of England in 1066. The saga of Harald is in turn only part of a much larger work, the Icelandic chronicler Snorri Sturluson’s famous Heimskringla, which is a sweeping history of Norway from the deep mythical past to the late twelfth century. This short lyric is credited to Thorkell, whom Snorri identifies as Earl Waltheof’s own court skald (poet), and it is testament to the interwoven early histories of the British Isles and Scandinavia, a past whose shadow can intermittently be glimpsed in English literature throughout the Middle Ages. More tantalizingly, it witnesses the eminent possibility of a counterfactual history, an alternative eleventh century in which the course of Anglo-Norman and Anglo-Danish politics might have taken a different turn, drawing England back into the Scandinavian world.

Writing in the early thirteenth century, Snorri knew as well as we do now that England was long lost. But lyric poetry embedded within historical narrative has a startling effect, as the scribes of the Anglo-Saxon Chronicles also knew. The art of this poetic historiography is not only to record events, nor even to ventriloquize and enact experience. Rather its force lies in the capacity to animate a past moment as present, to speak in a voice that does not know what happens next. Here this lone stanza holds the audience in a traumatic ‘present’, which lasts from 1066 to 1076 and beyond, a decade encapsulated by the laconic and allusive depiction of invasion, violent suppression, and the execution of Waltheof, the last pre-Conquest English earl still in possession of his title. Waltheof’s betrayal is the subject, yet it is neither the end nor the limit of the poem’s experience; killing in England will be a long time ending. The structure of the verse itself embodies the recursions of history as present; as is characteristic of the genre and apparent from the (editorially constructed) prose word order, the poem is not experienced in the chronological sequence necessary to the modern English translation, but can be fully comprehended only when read through and back on itself, and when the web of connections and allusions is pieced together.2 The effect is to produce a thickly layered, yet static, tableau, which stands for a series of historical events, and leaves a great deal of its meaning unsupplied. The audience is presumed to possess the necessary knowledge, to share in it; from this distance, to understand is deliberately to engage with a past moment as present, to imagine and supply the feel of the past. This sensation is heightened by the present obscurity of noble Waltheof, a reference that was already garbled in the thirteenth century. Waltheof stood for Thorkell as the greatest and most irreparable loss of the Conquest; he stands for us in place of all those whose memory has been obliterated. The significance of the poem, even as its meaning has subtly shifted with time, is that nevertheless it is happening now; the voice knows nothing of what will come, and observes without the benefit of distance.

This chapter will consider a range of writings from the closing years of the tenth and into the eleventh centuries, in which this theme of presentness, of an often painful sense of contingency and uncertainty, will repeatedly recur. The Anglo-Danish world that Thorkell mourns had itself been established over decades of conflict, as renewed Viking raids in the 980s had become the full-scale invasions of ever-larger armies, leading to eventual Danish conquest in the early years of the new century. Political turbulence fired much contemporary literary activity; nevertheless it will become apparent that I think something more deeply rooted and complex is at work in the aesthetics of eleventh-century literature. The turning of the first millennium carried with it apprehensions of apocalyptic change, in England and across western Europe, and insular events seemed to offer little comfort or reassurance. The mid-tenth-century Benedictine Reform had been a vast royal and ecclesiastical exercise associated with a revival of learning, literature, monasticism, and theology: but after the death of its leading patron, King Edgar, in 975, the atmosphere changed. The ensuing years were marked by power struggles and court faction, the clash of the monastic party with a partially antagonistic aristocracy; events were played out in land seizures and dispossessions, and the exile and death of several magnates. Above all for literary purposes, the period exhibits an urgently felt need to retheorize the workings of society and the relation of Church and state. The decades either side of 1000 witnessed a protracted period of violence, civil conflict and invasion, an unstable royal succession, and astonishingly febrile conditions even for the greatest aristocrats in the land. These conditions were combined with the increasingly strident voices of the Church, and a turn toward eschatological fears. All of this can be seen to apply dangerous pressure to a proud vernacular literature that had always concerned itself with what was lost, with a nostalgia for past glories by which the present could be understood. I will suggest that the characteristically belated aesthetic of secular Anglo-Saxon writing, in the face of present crisis, became a fragility which could not be repaired.

My argument focuses upon the occlusion of secular writing, or, perhaps more fundamentally, the piecemeal loss of those cultural expectations and ambitions that had provided its animating force. The comparative peace of Edgar’s reign allowed the monastic reformers to cast it as a golden age, but the military crises suffered under Æthelred were marked by destructive ideological struggles clearly planted by monastic reform. Some of early England’s greatest achievements in scribal and artistic culture came only in the aftermath of England’s total defeat;3 as I will elaborate in the next chapter, the Danish king Cnut was one of the greatest patrons of the English Church,4 and his lawcodes represent the fullest and most ambitious record of Anglo-Saxon law.5 But before this restoration could occur, I suggest that the Benedictine Reform must be seen as producing nothing less than the institutionalization of culture, a retreat into cathedral and cloister fired by the systematic, ideological exclusion of secular values. In the context of Anglo-Saxon England this exclusion can only be associated with a hamstrung literary imagination, one that occludes and abandons a great part of its own inheritance. But time passes. In a longer view, as the twelfth century approaches, the advantages of clerical control of textual practice are once again apparent. English cultural memory was held in the walls of the monasteries—sometimes literally, as we have narratives of manuscripts found in cavities, recovered from a nearly forgotten past—and it was in the houses of Anglo-Norman England that English writing was both preserved and continued. From these seedbeds, in Latin, French, and English, creative literary recovery began, once Domesday had passed.


I. Violence in Crisis: Wulfstan and Ælfric Writing the Last Days

In the midst of historical crisis, English writing around the first millennium might readily be described as a literature of trauma. Military resistance to the Vikings had faltered and failed, and repeated payment of tribute in return for peace only brought the ships back again, and again, for more. This experience was an imaginative challenge to English identity as well as a material one to English resources, governance, and kingship, because such events were most easily rationalized, and assimilated to the time’s providential understanding of history, as God’s just punishment for sins. The English must needs look to themselves to find the cause of their plight, ‘sigelease ⁊ to swiðe geyrgde þurh Godes irre’ (‘victory-less and terribly disheartened through God’s anger’).6 So Archbishop Wulfstan of York proclaimed:


Ac ealne þone bismor þe we oft þoliað we gildað mid weorðscipe þam þe us scændað. We him gildað singallice, ⁊ hi us hynað dæghwamlice. Hi hergiað ⁊ heaweð, bændað ⁊ bismriað, ripað ⁊ reafiað ⁊ to scipe lædað. And hwæt is, la, ænig oðer on eallum þam gelympum buton Godes irre ofer ðas þeode swutol ⁊ gesene?7

(But all the disgrace that we often suffer we repay with honour to those who shame us. We continually pay them, and they daily humiliate us. They harry and kill, make captive and humiliate, plunder and steal and carry off to their ships. And what, lo, is there in all these events but the anger of God, clear and visible over this nation?)



Wulfstan wrote and rewrote his sermon on the sufferings and sins of the English, which has survived in three distinct versions of differing length; first written perhaps in 1009, it seems to have been widely distributed both in the ensuing years and for some decades afterwards.8 In its longest form the work carries a Latin title in the manuscripts: ‘sermo lupi ad anglos quando dani maxime persecuti sunt eos, quod fuit anno millesimo .xiiii. ab incarnatione domini nostri iesu cristi’ (‘The Sermon of the Wolf to the English when they were most greatly persecuted by the Danes, which was the year 1014 from the incarnation of our Lord Jesus Christ’). That moment was indeed horrifying in any timescale. Following decades of raids and attacks of increasing ferocity, impact, and duration, the Danish king Swein had finally conquered England in 1013, forcing Æthelred II into exile. Although the latter had returned to the kingdom on Swein’s death and retaken the throne, his relations with the nobles and his adult son Edmund Ironside were fraught and unstable, and Swein’s son Cnut was preparing his own invasion, which duly followed. Even so, Wulfstan’s warnings and admonitions are pitched beyond the extremity of any present crisis:


Leofan men, gecnawað þæt soð is: ðeos worold is on ofste, ⁊ hit nealæcð þam ende, ⁊ þy hit is on worolde aa swa leng swa wyrse; ⁊ swa hit sceal nyde for folces synnan ær Antecristes tocyme yfelian swyþe, ⁊ huru hit wyrð þænne egeslic ⁊ grimlic wide on worolde.9

(Beloved men, know what is true: this world is in haste, and it approaches the end, and therefore in the world it is always the worse the longer it goes on. And because of people’s sins it must needs get ever more terrible until the arrival of Antichrist, and then indeed it will be dreadful and horrifying throughout the world.)



Earlier Wulfstan had made an explicit connection between the turn of the millennium and the impending end of the world:


Nu sceal hit nyde yfelian swyðe, forðam þe hit nealæcð georne his timan, ealswa hit awriten is ⁊ gefyrn wæs gewitegod: Post mille annos soluetur Satanas. Þæt is on Englisc, æfter þusend gearum bið Satanas unbunden. Þusend geara ⁊ eac ma is nu agan syððan Crist wæs mid mannum on menniscan hiwe, ⁊ nu syndon Satanases bendas swyðe toslopene, ⁊ Antecristes tima is wel gehende, ⁊ ðy hit is on worulde a swa leng swa wacre.10

(Now must it necessarily become very much worse, because it is nearing very close to his time, just as it is written and was long ago prophesied: Post mille annos soluetur Satanas. That is in English: after a thousand years Satan will be unbound. A thousand years and even more have now passed since Christ was among men in human form, and now Satan’s bonds have become very loose, and Antichrist’s time is very near, and so in the world it is ever the weaker the longer it goes on.)



Such declarations are widespread in the contemporary literature, and indeed made an appearance in legal and governmental documents, as we will see.11 It is nevertheless impossible to say how seriously, or how literally, the Anglo-Saxons took their own prophecies of the ending of the world.12 In 971 an anonymous homilist piously noted, with unimpeachable orthodoxy, that ‘seo tid sie toþæs degol þæt nære næfre nænig toþæs halig mon on þissum middangearde, ne furþum nænig on heofenum þe þæt æfre wiste, hwonne he ure Drihten þisse worlde ende gesettan wolde on domes dæg, buton him Drihtne anum’13 (‘the time is so secret that no man in this world, be he ever so holy, nor even any in heaven, has ever known when our Lord shall decree this world’s end on Doomsday, save our Lord alone’). But then he added that ‘we witon þonne hweþre þæt hit nis no feor to þon’ (‘nevertheless we know it is not far off’). Writing with similar caution in the 990s, Wulfstan’s contemporary Ælfric nevertheless voices the period’s pervasive sense of urgency:


Se witega cwæð, þæt se miccla godes dæig is swiþe gehende. ⁊ þearle swift; ðeah ðe gyt wære oþer þusend geara to þam dæge nære hit langsum; for þan swa hwæt swa geendað. þæt bið sceort ⁊ hræd. ⁊ bið swilce hit næfre ne gewurde. þonne hit geendod bið; Hwæt þeah hit langsum wære to þan dæge swa hit nis þeah ne bið ure tima langsum. ⁊ on ure geendunge us bið gedemed hwæþer we on reste oððe on wite þone gemenelican dom andbidian sceolon.14

(The prophet said that the great day of God is very near and very swift. Even if it were another thousand years to that day, it would not be long: because everything that ends is brief and fleeting, and when it is ended it will be as if it had never existed. Even if it were a long time to that day—which it is not—our own time will not be long, and at our ending it will be decided for us whether we must await the universal judgement in rest or in torment.)



Writing before the Danish invasions had reached their height, the monk Ælfric shows greater caution than Wulfstan later would about the timing of the world’s end and the Last Judgement. But, more importantly, he gives a powerful, albeit conventional, illustration of the essentially eternal presence both of endings and of judgement. The difference between the eternal and the temporal is one not of degree, but of kind; and if the age of the world still seems to offer transience on a scale that can masquerade as permanence, then the human lifespan is a different matter. Eternity is approached through the trials and triumphs, rewards and punishments, of one’s own life and afterlife; in that context the tribulations of the English nation are no more than an intensifying of the conditions against which one’s actions may be judged, and one’s own soul is saved or damned.

This is an important fault line in religious commentary on society around the millennium. The point of slippage occurs at the conventional connection between the fate of the individual and that of the nation: early Christian historiography had consistently bound the two together, within the narrative of salvation history, subordinating all to the overarching control of God’s providence.15 In facing the apparent destruction of the nation in his present time, Wulfstan had inherited an interpretative framework, which drew on scriptural and more pointedly on domestic precedent, for the downfall of a people as a punishment for their collective sin:16


Ac la, on Godes naman utan don swa us neod is, beorgan us sylfum swa we geornost magan þe læs we ætgædere ealle forweorðan. An þeodwita wæs on Brytta tidum Gildas hatte. Se awrat be heora misdædum hu hy mid heora synnum swa oferlice swyþe God gegræmedan þæt he let æt nyhstan Engla here heora eard gewinnan ⁊ Brytta dugeþe fordon mid ealle. … Ac utan don swa us þearf is, warnian us be swilcan; ⁊ soþ is þæt ic secge, wyrsan dæda we witan mid Englum þonne we mid Bryttan ahwar gehyrdan. And þy us is þearf micel þæt we us beþencan ⁊ wið God sylfne þingian georne.17

(But lo, in God’s name let us do what is needful for us, protect ourselves as best we can lest we all perish together. There was a historian in the Britons’ time named Gildas. He wrote about their misdeeds, of how through their sins they angered God so excessively that at last he allowed the English army to conquer their land and to destroy British strength entirely. … But let us do what is necessary for us, take warning from such things: for it is true what I say, we know of worse deeds among the English than we have heard of anywhere of the Britons. And therefore it is greatly needful that we reflect on ourselves and eagerly turn to God himself.)



This sudden historicization draws back from the conclusion that the evils of his time are a sign of approaching apocalypse, revealing some uncertainty about the real significance of events.18 The sermon’s apparently eschatological focus on the coming of Antichrist and the world’s end is now belied by its admonitory demands, which exhort the English to abandon their sins, better their conduct, and turn to God, in the hope of being saved from destruction:


And utan don swa us þearf is, gebugan to rihte ⁊ be suman dæle unriht forlætan ⁊ betan swyþe georne þæt we ær bræcan. And utan God lufian ⁊ Godes lagum fylgean … And utan gelome understandan þone miclan dom þe we ealle to sculon, ⁊ beorgan us georne wið þone weallendan bryne hellewites, ⁊ geearnian us þa mærða ⁊ þa myrhða þe God hæfð gegearwod þam þe his willan on worolde gewyrcað. God ure helpe, amen.19

(And let us do what is necessary, and submit to justice and in some measure abandon injustice, and earnestly amend what we have previously broken. And let us love God and follow God’s law … And let us frequently think upon the great judgement to which we must all come, and protect ourselves eagerly from the boiling fires of hell’s torment, and be deserving of the glory and bliss that God has prepared for those who perform his will on earth. God help us; Amen.)



The terrible fate of the English nation is caused by the people’s sins, which bring about God’s punishment. But this kind of historiography, the theory of collective sin deployed by Gildas, is not designed to be addressed to a contingent moment of crisis.20 As a view of human agency in history, it is fundamentally unbalanced; it makes people responsible for their fate while depriving individuals of the capacity to differentiate themselves from others; it insists upon a shared responsibility for shared disaster, in a moralizing interpretation that defines all suffering as providential, and hence just. It is essential to this understanding that no one is innocent, and no individual can be saved from collective damnation. Written in bitter retrospect, Gildas’s history of the fall of the Britons has the internal coherence available to the narrative of past, and more crucially ‘finished’, events. There is no contradiction; since the Britons were utterly conquered, their collective—and individual—sin is demonstrably proven. But now Wulfstan’s difficulty, and that deep fault line, becomes apparent. He stands in the midst of a historical narrative, and the end is not known. Are the English, here and now, to be capable of saving themselves as a collective? If so, then that can only be through the moral choices of individuals: an agency which the very structure of this national historiography denies them. More pointedly for Wulfstan’s audience, then: are individual, pious souls to be permitted to save themselves? Even if that logically implies the separation of the fate of the individual from that of the nation, on which this entire interpretation has rested?

These questions hang in the balance, unanswered. But in the sermon, in what we might read as a sign of interpretative strain, the traditional representation of the people’s shared fate is, in fact, ultimately abandoned. Despite its focus on the state of society as a whole, and its repeated cataloguing of collective sin, the sermon does not end with an exhortation to a bonded whole, the defence of the English nation and people. Rather, it turns to the individual. Each listener is enjoined to consider his own soul; finally to think not of the failure of society, but of the fires of hell and the bliss of heaven. This is not quite a paradox; if each man sought to save his own soul, the effect would be a morally improved nation. But in the instruction to think of God’s judgement, Christian historiography comes into surprising conflict with Christian theology. Every soul is promised perfect justice, regardless of the state of wider society—and so, astonishingly, regardless of providence, and of the larger patterns of salvation history.

Two implications follow. One is that this compulsive presentness at the moment of national crisis, the contingent danger and promise of an unknown future, endows the individual with a potential for independent moral action that Christian historiography had typically excluded. It is not that God has provided a warning of disaster to come if the people do not repent, as was the inherited paradigm; in Wulfstan’s England the calamity is already happening. And yet it seems there remains some space, some belated and dreadful time, for individual moral action. A rift now opens up between the fate of the individual and that of the nation, and so human agency moves suddenly into the foreground of historiographical consciousness. Correspondingly, this logic places the notion of God’s direct action in events, his providential control of history at both national and personal level, under unprecedented strain. The implications of this for historical writing will become flourishingly apparent in the ensuing centuries, and indeed it is a repetition of these circumstances, conquest and civil strife, which seems to engender the great outpouring of historiography, and a different vision of history, in the first half of the twelfth century.

But secondly, in darker vein for early eleventh-century culture, we must consider the implications of Wulfstan’s thought for the stability of a society under attack. He urges that every man look to his own soul. In the face of pervasive civil strife, ravaging, invasion, and conquest, at a time when the ending of the world is said to be at hand, one rational response to such sermonizing would be to leave the secular world to its fate, to abandon earthly business and turn to prayer and reflection; perhaps even to enter the cloister. This would salvage the individual soul; but how could it aid society? A useful comparison can be made with a passage in the political tract known as the Institutes of Polity. Here Wulfstan makes a similarly individualized promise in advising priests on their proper conduct: it is their duty always to preach and to teach, he insists, to speak out against evil; but at length, citing scripture, he assures them that, if they do not succeed in converting the people to proper piety by their instruction, then nevertheless, in having done what is right, priests will succeed in saving their own souls.21 In this instance the nature of clerical duty itself forges the hoped-for, but notably inessential, connection between the individual and society: the energetic priest’s attention to his own moral duties carries the potential to benefit the souls of others. But if even priests may not succeed in the moral betterment of society, it is ever more clear that in the case of laymen, in circumstances of social unrest and political crisis, their own hopes for salvation would involve an abandonment of the world. As a theory of social order and reform, then, Wulfstan’s move from the collective to the individual is as threatening as it is encouraging. What it lacks is any imaginary force devoted to collective identity—to nation, people, or state—beyond the critical: either look to your own soul, alone, or as a collective we will all perish together. An important fissure is now revealed in Wulfstan’s vision of a Christian society; despite the fire he devotes to the necessity of moral improvement, his instruction effectively abstracts the individual from society. Perhaps surprisingly, then, I suggest that this homiletic reading of events had a deeply corrosive effect; it presented a divisive ideology of individual souls, urged to abandon a sinking world. More particularly, it offered no comfort to the laymen on whom that world depends, that they could save themselves while remaining in the world. Wulfstan’s instinctive pattern of instruction is, in essence, beneficially relevant only to the secular clergy.

This difficulty can be clarified by a broader view of the archbishop’s and his contemporaries’ writings. As the Institutes of Polity and his drafting of Æthelred’s and Cnut’s lawcodes amply demonstrate, Wulfstan was a political and legal theorist as well as a homilist, and he wrote repeatedly of the need for all members of society to perform their different roles. Both he and his contemporary Ælfric offer explicit commentary on the state’s reliance on the three orders, the laboratores, oratores, and bellatores;22 when any one fails, then the kingdom falls. However, when Ælfric addressed the matter in his Lives of Saints in the late 990s, his concern was carefully to distinguish between the duties of each order, and most importantly, to explain why the clergy must behave differently from laymen:


Is swa-ðeah to witenne þæt on þysre worulde synd þreo endebyrdnysse on annysse gesette. þæt synd laboratores, oratores, bellatores. Laboratores synd þa þe urne bigleafan beswincaþ. Oratores synd þa ðe us to Gode geðingiað. Bellatores synd þa ðe ure burga healdað and urne eard be-weriað wið onwinnendne here. Nu swincð se yrðlincg embe urne bigleofan and se woruld-cempa sceall winnan wið ure fynd, and se Godes þeowa sceall symle for us gebiddan and feohtan gastlice wiþ þa ungesewenlican fynd. Is nu for-þy mare þæra muneca gewinn wiþ þa ungesewenlican deofla þe syrwiað embe us þonne sy þæra woruld-manna þe winnað wiþ ða flæsclican and wið þa gesewenlican feohtað. Nu ne sceolon þa woruld-cempan to þam woruld-licum gefeohte þa Godes þeowan neadian fram þam gastlican gewinne, forðan þe him fremað swiðor þæt þa ungesewenlican fynd beon ofer-swyðde þonne ða gesewenlican and hit bið swyðe derigendlic þæt hi Drihtnes þeowdom forlætan and to woruld-gewinne bugan, þe him naht to ne gebyriað. … Næs nan halig Godes þeowa æfter þæs hælendes þrowunga þe æfre on gefeohte his handa wolde afylan, ac hi for-bæron ehtnysse arleasra cwellera, and heora lif sealdon mid unscæþþignysse for Godes geleafan, and hi mid Gode nu lybbað, forðan þe hi furþon noldon ænne fugel acwellan.23

(Nevertheless, it is to be known that in this world three orders are established in unity. These are laboratores, oratores, bellatores. Laboratores are those who labour for our sustenance. Oratores are those who intercede for us with God. Bellatores are those who protect our towns and defend our land against the invading army. Now the farmer labours for our food and the warrior must fight against our enemies and the servant of God must continually pray for us and fight spiritually against the unseen foes. It is therefore a greater fight the monks wage against the unseen devils who plot against us, while men of this world fight with fleshly and visible enemies. Now earthly warriors should not compel the servants of God to earthly warfare away from the spiritual war, because it will benefit them much more that the unseen enemies are conquered rather than the seen, and it is very harmful that they abandon the Lord’s service and turn to the worldly warfare that is not their concern. … There was no holy servant of God after our Saviour’s suffering who would ever defile his hands by fighting, but they withstood the persecution of cruel killers, and harmlessly gave up their lives for their faith in God, and they now live with God, because they would not even kill a bird.)



The purpose of this passage is to dissuade the clergy from taking up arms;24 it is not intended as a direct comment upon the state of the warrior’s soul. But it cannot but have that effect. Fighting men must, sceall, defend us against earthly enemies—the verb is used of moral obligations—but in so doing they perform a duty that not only is subordinate to the much greater battle undertaken by the clergy, but would actively defile the hands of the holy. Even those who fight in a just war—and Ælfric himself briefly notes that resistance to Viking raids fulfilled the necessary conditions, being defensive warfare against invasion by heathen attackers, reðan flotmenn (‘cruel seamen’)25—even in these circumstances, warriors were directed to do penance to cleanse themselves from the sin of shedding blood.26

Ælfric seems to have realized that this interpretation of the three orders could imply the restriction of divine favour to the monastic life. When he addressed the matter again at length, he did so in slightly different circumstances: in 1005 or 1006, following a period of growing danger as the Viking armies reached ever further inland, Ælfric wrote a commentary on the Old and New Testaments addressed to a layman, Sigeweard. Here he offers a brief summary of Judith in which he certainly states that some kinds of war are licit and necessary:


Iudith seo wuduwe, þe oferwann Holofernem þone Siriscan ealdormann, hæfð hire agenne boc betwux þisum bocum, be hire agenum sige. Seo ys eac on Englisc on ure wisan gesett, eow mannum to bysne þæt ge eowerne eard mid wæmnum bewerian wið onwinnendne here.27

(Judith the widow who overcame the Syrian ealdorman Holofernes has her own book among these books, about her own victory. This is also set down in English in our fashion, as an example to you people, that you defend your own country with weapons against the attacking army.)



Using biblical paradigms to reflect on war in his own time,28 Ælfric gives the appearance of having been drawn to think more urgently about the position of the bellatores in society and the state. In his commentary on the New Testament he goes on to reiterate the theory of the three orders, this time with different emphasis:


Witan sceoldon smeagan mid wislicum geþeahte, þonne on mancinne to micel yfel bið, hwilc þæra stelenna þæs cinestoles wære tobrocen, and betan ðone sona. Se cinestol stynt on þisum þrim stelum: Laboratores, bellatores, oratores. … Bellatores sindon þe ure burga healdað and eac urne eard wið þone sigendne here, feohtende mid wæmnum, swa swa Paulus sæde, se þeoda lareow, on his lareowdome: ‘Non sine causa portat miles gladium’, et cetera. ‘Ne byrð na se cniht butan intingan his swurd. He ys Godes þen, þe sylfum to þearfe, on ðam yfelum wyrcendum to wræce gesett’. On þisum þrim stelum stynt se cynestol, and gif an bið forud, he fylð adun sona, þam oðrum stelum to unðearfe gewiss. Ac hwæt gebyrað us embe þis to smeagenne, þis sceolon smeagan þe þaes giman sceolon.29

(Counsellors should reflect with wise thought, when great evil is among mankind, which of the legs of the throne is broken and quickly mend it. The throne stands on these three legs: Laboratores, bellatores, oratores. … Bellatores are those who defend our towns and our land, fighting the invading army with weapons, as Paul the teacher of the Gentiles said, on his authority: ‘Non sine causa portat miles gladium’, etc. ‘The warrior does not bear his sword without cause. He is God’s servant, established for your own needs to bring vengeance on evil doers.’ On these three legs stands the throne, and if ever one decays, it falls away quickly to the certain detriment of the other legs. But what need have we to consider this? This should be considered by those whose duty it is.)



The air of almost embarrassed retreat at the end of this passage can stand for its failure to take what might appear to be the next logical step—one taken by the reforming papacy’s theologians in the later eleventh century—of justifying the warrior’s necessary deeds as free of sin. Ælfric does not do this; perhaps he cannot; and neither does Wulfstan. This is fundamental. In the context of eschatological expectations, and the constant demands of preachers to attend to the fate of one’s soul, the early eleventh-century warrior was given little comfort. Essential he might be to the polity and its defence, but, in his own person as warrior, he could not be regarded as living in a state of grace. And where the humble laborator might have the opportunity to repent and save his soul before death, the fate of the man who died in battle, in arms, was the more uncertain. In this context, the potential of pious and homiletic teaching to tend toward a fracturing of society rather than its cohesion reaches its sharpest point. Under the astonishing pressure of waves of Viking invasion, clerical writings offered loyal fighting men little or no comfort that their own souls would be safe when Judgement came.

I am not suggesting that this potential anxiety was necessarily a pressing concern of men on the battlefield (although for some of them, it may have been). A man with a sword in his hand is at least temporarily in a position to ignore the immaterial, and warriors of all periods must find some means of both drawing upon and suppressing a variety of instincts and learned behaviours, in order to risk their lives and to take those of others. But what I am suggesting is that in the early years of the eleventh century, amid circumstances of continual English military failure, retreat, and loss, the most powerful and influential writings of the period—works that appear in multiple copies, circulated widely, written by men with the ear of the king and his greatest magnates—did not even attempt to offer a counter-argument of English heroism, of warrior ideals, or to engender a renewal of morale and fighting spirit. Instead they prescribed penitence and individual reflection, a meditation upon the imminence of the last days.

These writings exerted extreme pressure on the ideals upon which the English nation had been built. The pervasiveness of eschatological thought is central to this pressure, and it had penetrated beyond the cloister; it can be seen at the highest levels of society, in royal policy and the bureaucracy of government. In 1005 King Æthelred issued a charter confirming the foundation of Eynsham Abbey, and the prolixity of its Latin proem is an instructive example:30


Considerans pacifico piae mentis intuitu, cum bona uoluntate, una cum dei sacerdotibus et consiliariis nostris, iram plus solito saeuientis dei in nos, eum placare cum continua bonorum operum exhibitione et ab eius laudibus nunquam desistere decreui. Et quia in nostris temporibus bellorum incendia direptionesque opum nostrarum patimur, necnon ex uastantium crudelissima depraedatione hostium barbarorum, paganarumque gentium multiplici tribulatione, affligentiumque nos usque ad internecionem tempora cernimus incumbere periculosa; nobis ‘In quos fines saeculorum deuenerunt’, nimium conuenit de nostrarum utilitatibus animarum cura diligenti perscrutari, qualiter quibusque meritis in saeculo iam futuro cum auctore omnium Christo sint uicturae, ‘Quia non ullam’, ut apostolus ait, ‘hic habemus mansionem, sed futuram inquirimus’; et ideo magna nobis incumbit necessitas cum terrenis diuitiis futuram totis inquirere uiribus.31

(With the undisturbed understanding of a pious mind, with good will, in unity with God’s ministers and our counsellors, contemplating the wrath of God’s raging among us more than is customary, I have resolved to placate him with the continual performance of good works, and never to desist from his praises. And, because we suffer in our times the fires of war and the destruction of our resources, and indeed the cruellest depredations of ravaging barbarous enemies, and the multiple sufferings brought about by pagan peoples, and in these afflictions we perceive that dangerous times are pressing us right to the point of extinction: for us ‘on whom the ending of the world has come’, it is greatly necessary that we examine the state of our souls with diligent care, and consider by what service now they might reside in the time to come with Christ the author of all; because, as the apostle says, ‘here we do not have a home, but we are seeking the future home’; and therefore great necessity presses upon us, to seek out that future with all of our earthly wealth and strength.)



This charter combines the eternal with the temporal in a conventional but paradoxical way, gifting lands and riches to the church amidst the rhetoric of the worthlessness of earthly wealth. It establishes Eynsham’s permanent right to these lands, while nevertheless commenting that the end of the world approaches; it asserts a present and urgent need for the amelioration of Viking attacks, but interprets them as the just punishment of God, and addresses the moral crisis implied in God’s wrath by turning away from this world to the next, and indeed diverting the resources of this world to the pursuit of the next. The proem could have been written by Ælfric himself, who was appointed abbot of Eynsham; but it has been suggested that this pious interpretation of the times is just as likely to have come from the royal writing office.32 Charters of this sort are characteristic of the period of strenuous Viking attack, and their piety is a key component of English government’s abstract and symbolic response to the troubles. Æthelred’s lawcode of 1009, composed by Archbishop Wulfstan and issued in the king’s name, prescribed nationwide penance, fasting, confession, and almsgiving, as a measure to ameliorate the wrath of God. ‘Ðis man gerædde, ða se micele here com to lande’ (‘This was ordained when the great army came to the land’), it is recorded; ‘þæt we Godes miltse ⁊ his mildheortednesse habban moton ⁊ þæt we þurh his fultum magon feondum wiðstandan’ (‘that we may have God’s mercy and his compassion and that through his aid we may resist our enemies’).33

The close association of Church and state can be a source of governmental strength; it had been a cornerstone of the Carolingian ideal, and Edgar’s reign had apparently demonstrated its continued power. But in fact, the vision of kingship promulgated in these documents is a particularly limited one, centred upon the pastoral role; it bears little resemblance to the military piety of Charlemagne. Here and elsewhere around the millennium, England’s prevailing ideology of kingship reveals itself as curiously ill-equipped to address military crisis. In his translation of the martyrdom of St Edmund, from Abbo of Fleury’s Latin Passio of c.987, Ælfric sees the king reject a desperate battle:


‘ic nelle afylan on þinum fulum blode mine clænan handa, forðan-þe ic Criste folgie þe us swa ge-bysnode, and ic bliðelice wille beon ofslagen þurh eow gif hit swa God fore-sceawað.’ … Hwæt þa Eadmund cynincg mid þam þe Hingwar com, stod innan his healle þæs hælendes gemyndig, and awearp his wæpna wolde geæfen-læcan Cristes gebysnungum, þe for-bead Petre mid wæpnum to winnenne wið þa wælhreowan Iudeiscan. Hwæt þa arleasan þa Eadmund gebundon and gebysmrodon huxlice, and beoton … and he symble clypode betwux þam swinglum mid soðan geleafan to hælende Criste … Þa geseah Hingwar se arlease flot-man þæt se aþela cyning nolde Criste wið-sacan, ac mid anrædum geleafan hine æfre clypode, het hine þa beheafdian and þa hæðenan swa dydon. Betwux þam þe he clypode to Criste þagit þa tugon þa hæþenan þone halgan to slæge, and mid anum swencge slogon him of þæt heafod, and his sawl siþode gesælig to Criste.34

(‘I will not defile my clean hands with your foul blood, because I follow Christ, who has given us an example, and I will happily be slain by you, if God has so ordained it.’ … When Hingwar came, Edmund the king stood within his hall, mindful of the Saviour, and threw away his weapons, desiring to imitate Christ’s example, who forbade Peter to fight with weapons against the bloodthirsty Jews. Then those wicked men bound Edmund and shamefully insulted him and beat him … and between the blows he was always calling with true faith on Christ the Saviour. … When Hingwar, the cruel seaman, saw that the noble king would not deny Christ, but with steadfast faith ever called upon Him, he commanded that he be beheaded, and the heathen did so. For while he was yet calling upon Christ, the heathen pulled the holy man away to slay him, and with a single blow struck off his head, and his soul departed joyfully to Christ.)



The king’s death is incontrovertibly represented as holy martyrdom, patterned after narratives of persecution in the days of the early Church. This association is clarified by Edmund’s self-identification with Christ and his vocal devotion and prayer, by which he functions as a witness, martyr, to the faith. Ælfric indeed contrives to imply that the Vikings’ aim was specifically to attack his religion, to force him to abjure his God.35 But in representing the martyred king as so determinedly pacifistic, Ælfric and his source confined the benefits of sanctity to the king’s pastoral role, rejecting the possibility of awarding sainthood to a man who had fallen in battle, defending his country. The same instincts can be seen at work in Ælfric’s life of St Oswald, a much earlier king, who was credited with aiding the conversion of the Anglo-Saxons, and eventually killed in battle against the pagan king Penda of Mercia. Ælfric adapts his account from Bede’s Historia ecclesiastica, and in so doing moves the interpretative weight of the narrative away from the martyr’s death, to focus instead on the deeds of Oswald’s life, his superlative piety. He is said to have ‘munuclice leofode betwux ðam læwedum folce’36 (‘lived like a monk among lay people’); ‘he swanc for heofonan rice mid singalum gebedum, swiðor þonne he hogode hu he geheolde on worulde þa hwilwendlican geþincðu, þe he hwonlice lufode’37 (‘he laboured for the heavenly kingdom with continual prayers, far more than he cared how he might preserve the transitory honours of this world, which he loved very little’). When at length it comes to the moment of Oswald’s death, he like Edmund is implicitly given the opportunity to lay down his arms and turn to Christ:


Hi comon þa to gefeohte to Maserfelde begen, and fengon to-gædere oð þæt þær feollon þa Cristenan, and þa hæþenan genealæhton to þam halgan Oswolde. Þa geseah he genealecan his lifes geendunge, and gebæd for his folc þe þær feallende sweolt, and betæhte heora sawla and hine sylfne Gode, and þus clypode on his fylle, ‘God, gemiltsa urum sawlum.’38

(They both came to battle at Maserfield, and engaged together until the Christians fell, and the heathen approached the holy Oswald. Then he saw his life’s end approaching, and he prayed for his people who died falling there, and commended their souls and his own to God, and thus cried in his fall, ‘God, have mercy on our souls’.)



Ælfric has done all he can to evade the implications of a man engaged in violence being regarded as a martyr. Oswald’s rapid end is a very small fraction of the narrative, and in his final moments, rather than fighting to the death, he performs his role as the pious shepherd of his people, praying to God on their behalf. But, above all, Oswald is said to be a saint not because of his death (which Ælfric in fact does not directly represent as a martyrdom), but because of his holy life:


Nu cwæð se halga Beda þe ðas boc gedihte þæt hit nan wundor nys, þæt se halga cynincg untrumnysse gehæle nu he on heofonum leofað, for-ðan þe he wolde gehelpan þa þa he her on life wæs þearfum and wannhalum, and him bigwiste syllan. Nu hæfð he þone wurðmynt on þære ecan worulde mid þam ælmihtigan Gode for his godnysse.39

(Now says the holy Bede who wrote this book, that it is no wonder that the holy king should heal sickness now he lives in heaven, because when he was alive he desired to help the poor and weak, and give them sustenance. Now he has honour in the eternal world with almighty God for his goodness.)



This explicit justification of Oswald’s sanctity is also the moment at which Ælfric invokes the unimpeachable authority of Bede; but in fact Bede had said something different: ‘Nec mirandum in loco mortis illius infirmos sanari, qui semper dum uiueret infirmis et pauperibus consulere …40 (‘And it is no wonder that the sick should be healed in the place of his death, for always, when he was alive, he never ceased to aid the weak and the poor’). Where Bede focuses on the site of martyrdom, Ælfric transfers his gaze to Oswald’s eternity on heofonum. In sum, then, as far as is possible, Ælfric renders the martyred warrior king as instead a type of confessor saint, welcomed into heaven for his pious and charitable deeds.41

These silences, alterations, and omissions must surely outweigh the half-hearted ambivalence of Ælfric’s occasional support for martial endeavour. Of the Old Testament warrior Judas Maccabeus he says:


On þam dagum wæs alyfed to alecgenne his fynd, and swiþost ða hæðenan þe him hetole wæron; and se wæs Godes ðegen þe ða swiðost feaht wið heora onwinnendan to ware heora leoda. Ac Crist on his tocyme us cydde oðre ðincg, and het us healdan sibbe and soðfæstnysse æfre; and we sceolon winnan wið þa wælhreowan fynd þæt synd ða ungesewenlican … Þonne beoð we Godes cempan on ðam gastlican gefeohte.42

(In those days it was permitted for him to defeat his enemies, and most of all the heathens who hated him; and he was God’s thegn, who most often fought against their conquerors, in defence of their people. But Christ at His coming taught us another thing, and commanded us to hold peace and steadfastness always, and we must fight against the cruel enemies, that is, the unseen ones … Then we are God’s warriors in the spiritual battle.)



Despite momentary suggestions to the contrary, then, which might allow the king or any layman to take up arms in spiritual confidence, Ælfric effectively theorized the king’s role as one of the oratores, insisting upon the delegation of leadership in warfare, and the risk of its spiritually damaging violence, to noble laymen.43 And to those noble laymen, he offered little comfort of any kind.

So it was that an eschatological focus on the nearness and urgency of dom led to a constant didactic focus on the personal salvation or damnation of each individual. In literature this was mobilized in inevitable combination with the period’s fiercely constrained spiritual ideals—in effect, the restriction of grace to those who lay down their arms. If this were not enough to threaten secular ideology, then these difficulties were magnified by the irreducible facts of contemporary history, the English nation crumbling under violent attack. The effect was to offer the severest practical challenge yet to the ideological identity of secular, English culture, at the very time when clerical theorizing withdrew all support from the culture’s secular ideals. Under these conditions, the fault line between the individual soul’s fate and that of wider society does become a fracture, one of the challenging questions around which literary endeavour would coalesce.


II. The Anglo-Saxon Chronicles: Writing what Was Lost

Wulfstan’s and Ælfric’s homiletic writings seem far distant from the skaldic poem for Waltheof with which I began; to consider them proximately is an exercise more in juxtaposition than in comparison. But it is worth noting some significant differences that seem to go beyond context, and the expectations of genre and audience. The skaldic poem is part of a secular history, and one centred on the creation and celebration of named and superlative heroes; meanwhile, the Christian teaching of the two Anglo-Saxon clerics is dedicated to the betterment of all society, the instruction of priests and of the laypeople who rely upon them. And yet the former poem is much less focused upon the individual than the latter writings; it performs the transformation of living and dead men into symbols of repeated myth and story, of the warrior ideal and the bonds of aristocratic society, which forge a collective identity. Even Thorkell’s condemnation of William for his betrayal of Waltheof, his breaking of a pledge, indicates the strength of the poet’s and his society’s understanding of the nature of loyalty and the relation of lord and man. In comparison, the homilies return always to the fate of the individual soul; in the Sermo Lupi, all imaginable bonds are broken, and Wulfstan can only urge that each man turn to reforge his bond with God. And where the skaldic poem’s laconic pessimism embodies the experience of living through violent times, it has no expectation that such times will not pass. Certainly, to express a fundamental truth of high medieval secular literature, a truth that needs expression only as a result of this comparison, the world is not about to end.

Here then we might ponder another irony of England’s early eleventh-century cultural scene: as monastic writings flourished, so too, after the Danish conquest, did the court poetry of Cnut’s skalds.44 This corpus must be reconstructed from its partial preservation in the later sagas, but it displays a powerful vision of a proud secular culture, praising and celebrating a warrior ideal; in the following chapter I will argue that this vision, shared with other writings, was to play a fundamental part in later English culture. However, the skaldic tradition itself remained separate from the main stream of English literature. Perhaps this was simply because of the partial barrier that existed between two related but separately evolving languages, made more extreme by the artistic obscurity and highly stylized poetic forms of skaldic verse. But it may be that there is more to the separation than that. Anglo-Danish contact had been significant for a much longer period; indeed, it has been argued that some of the poems in the tenth-century Anglo-Saxon Chronicles can be seen as Old English adaptations of the Old Norse praise-poem.45 If so, then the reification of secular values which they embody can be seen to have been starved out of early eleventh-century English culture, just as Old English heroic values were starved. Cnut was the most successful Scandinavian king of all, and his court could celebrate the fact; indeed, the Anglo-Danish aristocracy, had it lasted a little longer, might have seen the expansion of this poetic tradition far beyond the royal court, and perhaps adapted further into English. The otherwise unknown Thorkell Skallason, skald to the Anglo-Danish Earl Waltheof, is a tantalizing example; but whether of an exotic creature, or one of many, is impossible to know. In any case, Thorkell’s poem for his dead lord serves as a skald’s farewell to England, just as Snorri’s saga turns away from the island and looks north.

I have begun to argue for the occlusion and exclusion of Old English secular ideals from literary culture in this period. But at the decades around the millennium, is there any sign of resistance to this pressure? It has often been claimed that the nostalgia of Old English writing is the source of its ideological strength, that its full-blooded commemorations of an idealized past demonstrate the continued vitality and relevance of the culture’s heroic inheritance.46 Nevertheless, I think that those secular writings which can be dated to around the millennium, both poetry and historiography, show just the opposite: a closing-down of access to the past, a silencing, and ultimately the surrender, of secular, heroic, and even national ideals.

The distinctive darkness of this period can be cast into relief against what was lost, as embodied in the optimism of a man who wrote just on the cusp of change: the ealdorman, lord and regional governer, Æthelweard (d. 998). In the 980s Æthelweard wrote a Latin chronicle for the edification of his cousin, Abbess Matilda of Essen, apparently in response to her request: we must note the impressive Latinity of a layman, and the cosmopolitan culture implied by the aristocracy’s connections across continental Europe.47 This text is drawn from a variety of sources, including a no-longer extant version of the Anglo-Saxon Chronicles, and it is rendered in the era’s fashionably learned Latin;48 in the 1120s William of Malmesbury famously dismissed his impenetrable style as rocks upon which Æthelweard was miserabiliter wrecked.49 But beyond the chronicle’s value as an independent historical source for some events, and its evidence for the nature of elite culture, it provides an important ideological sounding of the contemporary moment. Writing around 985 (and certainly after 978 and before 988),50 Æthelweard offers his cousin a history of his nation: ‘Brittannia nunc Anglia appellatur, assumens nomen uictorum’ (‘Britain now called England, taking the name of the victors’).51 This history is purposefully shaped to document the ascendancy of his and his cousin’s family, the West Saxon royal line of Alfred. ‘Ælfred rex Athulfi regis filius, ex quo nos originem trahimus; cui filii quinque subiiciuntur, ex quibus ego de Etheredo rege, et tu de Ælfredo rege progeniti’ (‘Ælfred was the son of Æthelwulf, from whom we are descended. Five sons followed him. Of these, I am descended from King Æthelred, and you from King Ælfred’).52 When the ensuing chronicle duly reaches the death of Æthelred and accession of Alfred in 871, Æthelweard then breaks into his account of events to recapitulate his and Matilda’s ancestry, the fixed point that centres the whole, noting that ‘maxime … nostri generis historiam curaui reges usque duos hos, de quibus nos augmentum sumpsimus’ (p. 39: ‘above all I have given attention to the history of our race as far as these two kings, from whom we derive our descent’). Finally, despite supplying chapter headings that imply that he intended to continue the chronicle into his own time with the reign and deeds of Æthelred II, Æthelweard closes with the death of Edgar in 975, ‘Anglorum insignis rex … Monarchus Brittannum | Nobilis, ex stirpe frondens Saxonum’ (p. 56: ‘distinguished king of the English … noble monarch of Britain, sprung from the race of the Saxons’). He ends this fourth book, he says, foelicitur (sic: ‘happily’).

Æthelweard’s Chronicle is impressively rich supporting evidence for the interpretation of the Anglo-Saxon Chronicles as propaganda for the West Saxon line. As a tenth-century reading of the vernacular annals, his work provides a full elucidation of their potential as dynastic, family history, and the identification of that family with the nation’s history.55 The English royal house is glorified in its Germanic ancestry and its imperial, Christian rule over Britain; and Edgar’s death is a fitting pinnacle to this narrative. There is no sign yet of the tribulations that were to come with renewed Viking attacks: indeed, Æthelweard says of the great victory of Æthelstan at Brunanburh in 937 that ‘uno solidantur Brittannidis arua, undique pax, omniumque foecundia rerum, nec usque ad istas motus adhæsit sine littora Anglorum foedere classicus’ (‘the fields of Britain were everywhere consolidated into one, there was peace everywhere, and abundance of all things, and [since then] no fleet has remained here, having advanced against these shores, except under treaty with the English’).56 Æthelweard’s Chronicle is a resounding example of the appropriation of history to the purposes of the present, and implicitly the future; he celebrates ethnic and geographical ancestry, royal genealogy, military victory and hegemony, in a secular vision in which Christianity is component and ornament, unquestioned but equally unemphasized.

The only sign that Æthelweard may have perceived his own time as one of tribulation is the fact that he never completed his projected chapters on King Edward (r. 975–8) and King Æthelred II. Certainly the inauspicious death of Edward ‘the Martyr’, to the conspicuous advantage of his younger half-brother Æthelred, offered unpromising material for a celebratory family history. But even in his rendition of Edgar’s death in 975, Æthelweard’s assured celebration of the noble king can be set against the rather different tone of his source, the commemorative poem that appears in the Anglo-Saxon Chronicles. As a eulogy for a dead king, written very close to the event, the Chronicle poem signally fails to perform the necessary tasks of the genre.57



Her geendode eorðan dreamas

Eadgar Engla cing, ceas him oþer leoht,

wlitig ⁊ wynsum, ⁊ þis wace forlet,

lif þis læne. Nemnað leoda bearn,

menn on moldan, þone monað gehwær

on þisse eþeltyrf, þa þe ær wæron

on rimcræfte rihte getogene,

Iulius monð, þær se geonga gewat

on þone eahtoðan dæg Eadgar of life,

beorna beahgifa. Feng his bearn syþþan

to cynerice, cild unwexen,

eorla aldor, ðam wæs Eadweard nama.

⁊ him tirfæst hæleþ .x. nihtum ær

of Brytene gewat, bisceop se goda,

þurh gecyndne cræft, þam wæs Cyneweard nama.

Ða wærð on Myrcum, mine gefræge,

wide ⁊ welhwær waldendes lof

afylled on foldan—feala wearð todræfed

gleawra Godes þeowa; þæt wæs gnornung micel

þam þe on breostum wæg byrnende lufan

meotodes on mode; þa wæs mærða fruma

to swiðe forsawen, sigora waldend,

rodera rædend, þa man his riht tobræc.

Ða wearð eac adræfed deormod hæleþ,

Oslac of earde ofer yþa gewalc,

ofer ganotes bæð, gomolfeax hæleþ,

wis ⁊ wordsnotor, ofer wætera geþring,

ofer hwæles eþel, hama bereafod.

Þa wearð eac ætywed uppe on roderum

steorra on staðole ðone stiþferhþe,

hæleþ higegleawe hatað wide

cometa be naman, cræftgleawe menn,

wise woðboran. Wæs geond werþeode

waldendes wracu wide gefræge,

hungor ofer hrusan; þæt eft heofona weard

gebette, brego engla, geaf eft blisse gehwæm

egbuendra þurh eorðan wæstm.58



(Here Edgar, king of the English, ended earthly pleasures; he chose another light, radiant and happy, and abandoned this poor, this transitory, life. The children of nations, men on the earth everywhere in this native turf, those who have been rightly trained in the art of reckoning, name the month that the young Edgar, ring-giver of warriors, departed from life, the month of July, on its eighth day; and his son afterwards succeeded to the royal kingdom, an ungrown child, leader of earls, whose name was Edward. And ten days before, there departed from Britain the glorious hero, good from native virtue, the bishop whose name was Cyneweard. Then, as I have heard, praise of the Ruler was felled to the ground, widely and everywhere in Mercia; many of the wise servants of God were scattered. That was great grief to those whose breasts bore in heart a burning love of the Creator. Then was the Author of glories, Ruler of victories, Counsellor of heavens, too much scorned, when His law was broken. And then also the bold-hearted hero Oslac was driven from the country, over the rolling waves, over the gannets’ bath, grey-haired hero, wise and eloquent, over the tumult of waters, over the whale’s country, bereft of homes. And then up in the heavens appeared a star in the firmament which heroes, firm in spirit, prudent in mind, men learned in science, wise soothsayers, widely call by the name of comet. The Ruler’s vengeance was widely known, famine over the earth throughout the nation of men. Afterwards the Keeper of heavens, Governer of angels, improved it, gave back bliss to each of the island dwellers through the fruits of the earth.)59



The poem is evidently written from a monastic point of view,60 in the shadow of the upheavals that followed Edgar’s death and the ensuing withdrawal of royal support from the greatest new reformed houses.61 The author’s political criticisms sit uneasily here, becoming something of a betrayal both of the annalistic form of the Chronicle, and of his poetic duty to eulogize the dead king; each genre is compromised. A comparison with Æthelweard’s translation offers eloquent comment to that effect, as he adapts only the first part of the poem into Latin verse, and concludes with his optimistic coda. A moment of royal succession can and should be made to symbolize continuity and collective identity, as well as change and the passage of time, and this the ‘Death of Edgar’ notably fails to achieve. The poem’s difficulties are manifold. Edgar’s praiseworthy ‘choice’ to give up this transitory life for the eternal one is a feeble deployment of conventional piety, poor recompense for the realities of the nation’s need, and rendered troubling even in context by fleeting reference to the succession of a cild unwexen. The poem’s insistent tone of Christian disdain for this world is unresolvedly at odds with the author’s angry lament for the turn of worldly events, because as a monk writing a historical chronicle he cannot fully commit to either interpretative scheme. The result reads as almost a pastiche of elegiac poetry, with its repetitious and formulaic reflections on exile and loss made inappropriately specific by its historical referents. There are paradoxes here internal to the poem’s own goals, embedded in the problematic relationship of the poem with its context, the annals of the Chronicle.

An instructive comparison can be made with a much more successful poem. The celebratory Chronicle poem for the year 937, ‘The Battle of Brunanburh’, functions to distil and give voice to the full significance of a triumphal moment. In heightened rhetorical form, it interprets English victory in a formalized way that answers to the tacit purposes of the Chronicle more broadly. History has led up to this point, and here the meanings of present and past coalesce: the lyric expresses a glorious moment of triumph that has ‘always’—ideologically—been teleologically present in the Chronicle narrative. The case of a poem of mourning or criticism is different, but it need be no less powerful, as the skaldic poem for Waltheof confirms. The lament embedded within historical narrative represents a pause in the irresistible progression of time; it is a voiced, lyric moment, coloured by heightened emotion; above all, it offers a change of perspective, a focus upon individual experience, proximity rather than distance, and the powerful metonymy by which subjectivity gives access to wider meaning.

None of these possibilities is fully enacted in the ‘Death of Edgar’.
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