

[image: images]



WINTERS

IN THE

WORLD

[image: image]


WINTERS

IN THE

WORLD

A JOURNEY THROUGH THE
ANGLO-SAXON YEAR

ELEANOR PARKER

REAKTION BOOKS


For my parents

Published by

REAKTION BOOKS LTD

Unit 32, Waterside

44–48 Wharf Road

London N1 7UX, UK

www.reaktionbooks.co.uk

First published 2022

Copyright © Eleanor Parker 2022

All rights reserved

Page references in the Photo Acknowledgments and
Index match the printed edition of this book.

No part of this publication may be reproduced, stored in a retrieval system, or transmitted, in any form or by any means, electronic, mechanical, photocopying, recording or otherwise, without the prior permission of the publishers

Page References in the Index Match the Printed Edition of this Book.

Printed and bound in Great Britain

by TJ Books Ltd, Padstow, Cornwall

A catalogue record for this book is available from the British Library

eISBN 978 1 78914 671 4


CONTENTS

PREFACE

INTRODUCTION: THE ANGLO-SAXON YEAR

WINTER

1 FROM WINTER INTO WINTER

2 MIDWINTER LIGHT

3 NEW YEAR TO CANDLEMAS

SPRING

4 THE COMING OF SPRING

5 CHEESE AND ASHES

6 EASTER

SUMMER

7 BLOSSOMING SUMMER

8 FESTIVALS OF THE LAND AND SKY

9 MIDSUMMER

AUTUMN

10 HARVEST

11 FALLOW AND FALL

12 THE MONTH OF BLOOD

REFERENCES

BIBLIOGRAPHY

ACKNOWLEDGEMENTS

INDEX


PREFACE

This book is a guide and introduction to the Anglo-Saxon year, and my hope is that it will also serve as an introduction to the immensely rich and creative literature of Anglo-Saxon England – a treasury of poetry and thought, profoundly rewarding to explore but not easy for many people to access today. Quotations and references have all been chosen with this purpose in mind, prioritizing what will be most useful for the general reader. For reasons of space, it hasn’t been possible to give every quotation in the original Old English as well as in translation, but for selected short quotations I’ve included the original text too, to allow interested readers to get a flavour of the language. Many Old English words can be readily recognizable for speakers of Modern English, especially once you know that the unfamiliar letters þ (thorn) and ð (eth) are both pronounced ‘th’. Unless otherwise noted all translations are my own, so not every poem quoted is referenced in the endnotes, but all can be found in the ‘Further Reading’ section of the Bibliography.

A famous preface from Anglo-Saxon literature, introducing one of the books which formed part of Alfred the Great’s programme for rebuilding education among the English in the late ninth century, compares the act of translation to going into the woods to collect timber, gathering materials for building and coming back laden with branches. The translator collected as much as he could carry from the original texts, he says, but still wished he could have brought more: ‘in every tree I saw something I needed at home.’ So he recommends every reader to go to the woods – the forest of books – and gather for themselves:

I advise everyone who is able and has many wagons to make his way to that same wood where I cut these posts, and gather more for himself and load up his wagons with fine timbers, so that he may weave many elegant walls, and establish many a noble house, and build a fine homestead, and there dwell in happiness and peace both summer and winter.

I’ve tried to make it possible for every reader of this book to do the same.


INTRODUCTION: THE ANGLO-SAXON YEAR

Winter byð cealdost,
lencten hrimigost – he byð lengest ceald;
sumor sunwlitegost – swegel byð hatost;
hærfest hreðeadegost; hæleðum bringeð
geres wæstmas, þa þe him God sendeð.

Winter is coldest,
spring frostiest – it is longest cold;
summer sun-brightest – the sun is hottest;
harvest most glory-blessed; it brings to men
the year’s fruits, which God sends them.

These lines are from an Anglo-Saxon poem called Maxims II, sketching a word-portrait of the cycle of the year. The four seasons are given the very briefest of descriptions, and each has one superlative, summing up its essential characteristic in a single word. Though they might sound like obvious statements, they’re not as straightforward as they seem. The cold of winter, the brightness of summer, the abundance of autumn, all immediately make sense – but is frostiest really the first thing that leaps to mind when you think of spring, the season of daffodils, blossom and baby lambs? Perhaps not. These lines offer a picture of a cycle we know by heart, and even some familiar words: winter, sumor, sun. But this is not quite our year, and the round of seasons this poet knew was both like and unlike our own.

In this book, we’ll explore how poets like the anonymous author of Maxims II and the writers of other works from Anglo-Saxon England – histories, scientific texts, sermons and many more – thought about the cycle of the seasons. We’ll look at the festivals and traditions they associated with particular times of year, considering how the changing seasons affected patterns of work and religious custom, as well as investigating the language these English writers used to describe their experience of the year. The six centuries we today call the Anglo-Saxon period – six hundred summers and winters – were a formative time for English society, in which many things first took shape which, after the passage of centuries, are still to some degree recognizable as those the Anglo-Saxons knew: the English language; the settlement and naming of most of our cities, towns and villages; the monarchy; the national church; and England itself. Among the most enduring aspects of English life that evolved in the Anglo-Saxon period was the cycle of the year that we’ll be exploring in this book. Through the four seasons described by Maxims II, weaving in and out of the circling months, there developed a yearly round of feasts and festivals, celebrations and customs, which still forms the basis of our own seasonal cycle. Christmas and Easter, Candlemas and Whitsun, Michaelmas, Lent and Lammas – all these first began to be celebrated in this country during the Anglo-Saxon period and owe their names to the Anglo-Saxons. The later Middle Ages added more festivals to the calendar, the Reformation swept many away, but through more than a thousand years of religious, political and social upheaval the basic pattern of the festival year remained a stable part of life. Well into the twentieth century, it provided the shared cycle of high days and holidays, as well as all the common waymarkers in the agricultural, legal and educational year.

Over the past hundred years, it has grown increasingly unfamiliar: many of us have lost touch with the agricultural calendars that determined these cycles of feast and fast, and in modern secular Britain we now celebrate a wide and diverse range of festivals alongside these older feasts. Even if the calendar is changing, though, our year is still shaped by the rhythms of the seasons, and as we go on our journey through the Anglo-Saxon year we’ll encounter some familiar sights: poets finding ways to capture in words the beauty of glittering ice, blossom and birdsong, green summer meadows or the falling leaves of autumn. There are also aspects of their year which can seem strange to modern eyes, and intriguingly so. We’ll see writers imagining the calendar imbued with divine power, as if time itself can be sacred; we’ll hear them explaining the close kinship between humans and the natural world, recognizing our own experiences of growth and decay reflected in the cycles of the sun and moon and the waxing and waning of plants and trees. We’ll explore an understanding of the world in which human life as lived through the seasons was one part of an organic whole, inseparable from the patterns of nature, where the natural, the human and the holy were interrelated in the most essential ways.

THE MONTHS OF THE ENGLISH

Let’s start by thinking about time. In modern Britain, the calendar in most widespread use is the Gregorian calendar, which, though devised in the late sixteenth century, has its origins in the Julian calendar used in the Roman Empire. It’s a solar calendar, following the cycle of the sun rather than the moon, and it has twelve months, whose names in Modern English also derive ultimately from the Latin month-names of the Roman calendar. We have four seasons in a year, though ideas about when they begin vary. While the Gregorian calendar is our common standard, though, many people live simultaneously according to other calendars too: different religious calendars, solar and lunar, which determine the dates of fasts and festivals, the calendars that structure school and university terms, the legal calendar, the tax year. Even the football season has a fixed calendar by which many people track the passage of time. All this may seem self-evident, but as we’ll see, the seasons of the Anglo-Saxon year don’t map directly onto any modern pattern – so it’s helpful to start by recognizing that our own calendar is a human construction, like any other, and not the only or the obvious way to organize the passage of time.1

When considering Anglo-Saxon England, we should also think of a diversity of calendars, used by different groups in society for varying purposes. Farmers and monks, kings and labourers, would all have experienced the seasons in different ways, depending on the patterns of work that gave shape to their months and years. Nonetheless, there were some calendars that affected everyone. In the Middle Ages, the agricultural year was much more fundamental to most people’s lives than it is today, and some awareness of it would have been general. Even kings had to know how the harvest was going and order their plans by it; at times when labourers were needed for the harvest, they weren’t available to fight in their kings’ wars. For the majority of the Anglo-Saxon period, the liturgical year of the Christian calendar was also observed by society in common. Everyone kept the same seasons of fasting or observed religious holidays at the same time, since these dates were not a matter of personal choice but enforced by royal decree. When we talk about the agricultural and church calendars in a medieval context, we’re talking about communal structures of time that were shared across society.2

Agricultural cycles were a constant, but when it came to the religious calendar, the Anglo-Saxon period witnessed a radical shift in the reckoning of time. At the start of this period in the fifth century, the peoples of Anglo-Saxon England were predominantly pagan; over the course of the seventh century they converted to Christianity, and with the new religion came an entirely new calendar. All our surviving written sources on this subject date from after the conversion, so it’s difficult to get a clear picture of what the structure of the year might have been like beforehand. For that we’re largely dependent on one important source, a short chapter in a work by the Anglo-Saxon historian Bede. Around 725, Bede wrote a book called De temporum ratione (The Reckoning of Time), a learned discussion of the calendar and the principles by which time was calculated in the medieval church.3 In the early Middle Ages, this was the science of computus, a source of endless fascination to mathematically minded medieval scholars. Computus was important because it taught you how to calculate the date of Easter – crucial for working out the dates of other key festivals in the church year – but there were many other aspects to this study too. It involved understanding the cycles of the moon; calculating leap years; knowing the proper dates of the months, seasons, equinoxes and solstices; and measuring periods of time from the briefest to the longest, the instant to the aeon.

All these topics are explored in Bede’s De temporum ratione. One purpose of his text is to explain that there are many different ways of reckoning these things across different cultures; his discussion shows that calendars are the product of convention and human reasoning, so they’re culturally determined and prone to change, error and correction. But for Bede, as for other medieval scholars, the study of time was not just a human science, but a sacred pursuit. In their eyes, the structure of the year reflected profound truths about the nature of the universe, planned and created by God, which found expression in every detail of the calendar. Time was part of God’s creation; to study it was to learn something about the mind of its divine creator.

In discussing the year’s structure in different cultures, Bede lists the month-names of the Hebrew, Roman, Greek and Egyptian calendars and adds a brief chapter about the ‘months of the English’ in ancient times, before the Anglo-Saxon conversion to Christianity. ‘It did not seem fitting,’ he says, ‘that I should speak of other nations’ observance of the year and yet be silent about my own.’4 What he tells us about the pre-conversion calendar is a tiny part of a lengthy work, and it doesn’t take long to summarize. Before the conversion, he suggests, the Anglo-Saxons used a lunisolar calendar and divided the year into two seasons, summer and winter. Winter began on the full moon of the month roughly equivalent to October in the Julian calendar, which for this reason was called Winterfylleð. The two months around each solstice shared a name, suggesting that these were important turning points of the year, and Bede says that the year began on 25 December (that is, probably the winter solstice), which was called Modraniht, ‘mothers’ night’. He then lists the names of the months in English and offers an explanation for each name. As the calendar was lunisolar, these wouldn’t be exactly equivalent with the months in the Julian calendar to which Bede matches them, but from his information we can construct a list (see table).

We’ll explore the names he provides in more detail as we go on. Some of Bede’s suggested etymologies are convincing, but others, as we’ll see, have been challenged by modern scholars.5 Most likely Bede wasn’t relying on personal knowledge but was using a written source for the month-names and adding his own speculations about their meaning – and in some cases he may just have been guessing. This means that although this is a very useful and interesting list, it has to be taken with some caution. These names don’t seem to have been in widespread use in Anglo-Saxon England, at least after the seventh century; Bede implies they had already fallen out of use by the time he was writing, and in our surviving written sources they have been replaced for most practical purposes with the Latin month-names from the Julian calendar. When writers do use the Old English names recorded by Bede, it’s typically as a kind of scholarly curiosity. They appear alongside the Latin names in English calendars as late as the twelfth century, sometimes with month-names in Hebrew and Greek too, for those who really wanted to show off their calendrical learning. But the people who wrote those calendars were usually copying from Bede, so these sources don’t tell us that the names were actually in general use in Anglo-Saxon England, any more than the Hebrew and Greek ones were.


	Latin month	English name	Bede’s interpretation

	December and January	Geola	named after the winter solstice

	February	Solmonað	‘month of cakes, which they offered to their gods in that month’

	March	Hreðmonað	named for a goddess, Hreða, ‘to whom they sacrificed at this time’

	April	Eastermonað	named for a goddess, Eostre, ‘in whose honour feasts were celebrated in that month’

	May	Þrymilce	‘because in that month cattle were milked three times a day’

	June and July	Liða	‘gentle’ or ‘navigable’, because calm weather made these months good for sailing

	August	Weodmonað	‘month of weeds, because they are very plentiful then’

	September	Haligmonað	‘month of sacred rites’

	October	Winterfylleð	because winter began on the full moon of this month

	November	Blotmonað	‘month of sacrifices’, because cattle slaughtered then were consecrated to the gods



What’s more, though Bede presents this list as ‘the months of the English’, it’s likely that there was originally a fair amount of diversity in month-names, rather than one unified system. Each region of Anglo-Saxon England (in Bede’s day, a group of separate kingdoms) spoke its own dialect of Old English, and Bede’s list may well record a system used in only one area. Some alternative Old English month-names are recorded in other sources, including Hlyda (March), Rugern (August) and Hærfestmonað (September), which seem to have been in use in other parts of the country. We should conclude, perhaps, that Bede isn’t describing to us the Anglo-Saxon year, but only one version of it, and there may have been other calendars of which we now have no record.

Nonetheless, Bede’s evidence is very helpful, since some aspects of the system he describes seem to have endured for centuries – long after the Anglo-Saxons adopted Christianity, and with it the Julian calendar. He appears to be right, for instance, when he says that the Anglo-Saxons originally had a two-season year, summer and winter, which was replaced with the four-season structure with which we’re now familiar. This four-season pattern is used in a number of Anglo-Saxon texts (like Maxims II, the poem with which we began), and where these specify dates for the seasons, the transition usually occurs roughly halfway between the solstices and the equinoxes: winter starts on 7 November, spring on 7 February, summer on 9 May and autumn on 7 August. This means that the solstices and equinoxes fall at the middle or height of each season, rather than (as often today) marking the beginning. Bede discusses alternative systems for dating the seasons in De temporum ratione, but recommends this structure, which he attributes to ‘the Greeks and Romans’.6 Following his lead, calendars in Anglo-Saxon manuscripts frequently use these dates to mark the beginnings of the seasons. Some poems employ this system too, especially those most influenced by Christian learning and the liturgical calendar.

In other contexts, however, many Anglo-Saxon writers still seem to think in terms of a two-season year, with the solstices, often called ‘Midwinter’ and ‘Midsummer’, falling halfway through each season.7 The dark, cold half of the year is universally called winter in Old English, and the other half-year may be called sumor, ‘summer’, or, more rarely, gear, the origin of our word ‘year’. Though gear in Old English can simply mean ‘year’ as we would understand it, a period of twelve months, in poetry it often seems to have a more specialized meaning: ‘the season of growth and light’, including both spring and harvest, the whole warm half of the year. It’s common in Old English to count time by ‘winters’ – to speak, for instance, of someone having lived a certain number of ‘winters in the world’ – and we’ll see that winter is a season which looms large in Anglo-Saxon poetry. The other season, sumor, was not so often used to measure time in this way, but gear was, and that’s why we count time in ‘years’.

In this two-season structure, what we’d think of as spring was part of summer, and the months we’d consider autumn fall partly at the end of summer (in harvest), partly in winter. This probably explains why words for spring and autumn have fluctuated much more in the history of English than the names for summer and winter. Though the words ‘summer’ and ‘winter’ go back to very similar Anglo-Saxon names, ‘spring’ and ‘autumn’ are much later additions to the language.8 In Old English, spring is called lencten, a word which derives from the same Germanic root as ‘long’ and ‘lengthen’, denoting the season when the days are growing longer. After the conversion, lencten also came to be used for the season of fasting before Easter, and so became the origin of the word ‘Lent’. Right through the Anglo-Saxon period and well into the fourteenth century, the word continued to have both meanings – the season of spring and the season of fasting, which of course always falls in spring. In the centuries after the Norman Conquest other alternatives also came into use, such as ver, borrowed into Middle English from French. It was only in the late medieval period that ‘spring’ began to be used as a season-name, ver fell out of use and ‘Lent’ narrowed its meaning to refer only to the pre-Easter fast.

Similarly, the word ‘autumn’ – another borrowing from French, though like ver ultimately deriving from Latin – only appeared in English at the end of the fourteenth century. Before that, the season was hærfest, the origin of Modern English ‘harvest’. With this season, too, there was variety in naming right through the later Middle Ages and the early modern period: ‘harvest’ persisted alongside ‘autumn’ and another term, ‘fall’, first recorded in the mid-sixteenth century. At the time when British and American English began to diverge, the alternatives ‘autumn’ and ‘fall’ predominated in the two varieties of the language, and are still distinct today. Meanwhile ‘harvest’, like ‘Lent’, survived, but in a more specialized sense than its Old English meaning; gradually it came to mean not one of the four seasons of the year, but only the period when crops and fruits are gathered in. All this suggests that in popular understanding of the year both these transitional seasons have been more fluid, while the core pairing of summer and winter remained basically unchanged. The older way of thinking about the seasonal pattern, which Bede ascribes to the Anglo-Saxon calendar before the conversion to Christianity, persisted for many centuries.

A NEW RELIGION AND A NEW CALENDAR

In most other ways, however, the calendar that arrived with the conversion set down firm roots in the English festival year. By the time the Anglo-Saxons converted to Christianity, the essential structure of the Christian liturgical calendar was already well established. It had developed as the product of a long process of negotiation and adjustment in the first centuries of the church’s history, in order to find a way of reconciling the Jewish calendar – crucial to dating festivals based in the Gospel narratives of the life of Christ – with the calendars used in the Roman Empire and other parts of the church.9 At the time of the Anglo-Saxon conversion, the most important aspects of this process were complete. Nonetheless, the calendar did not remain static, but continued to grow and develop as more feasts and observances were added, spreading through international networks of cultural exchange in which the new Anglo-Saxon church soon began to play its part.

While Christianity might have been new to the Anglo-Saxons in the seventh century, it was not, of course, new to Britain. Present in Roman Britain in the third and fourth centuries, after the departure of the Roman armies it continued to flourish in Wales and other parts of western Britain; it’s likely that some form of Romano-British Christianity survived in England into the Anglo-Saxon period, though the evidence is patchy.10 British and Irish Christianity exerted an important influence in the early years of the Anglo-Saxon church, especially in Northumbria – sometimes a controversial issue when it came to the calendar, as we’ll see later. Nonetheless, the foundational narrative of Anglo-Saxon Christianity – as told most influentially by Bede – gave the prominent role in the conversion to the mission that arrived in Kent in 597, sent from Rome by Pope Gregory I. Æthelbert, king of Kent, agreed to accept baptism and supported the establishment of a new church, and the mission’s leader, Augustine, became the first Archbishop of Canterbury, Æthelbert’s royal city. From Kent, Augustine and his companions sent missionaries to convert the other Anglo-Saxon kingdoms, where they met with a more mixed reception; during the seventh century, however, one region after another gradually adopted the new religion.

In the early medieval period, religious conversion was frequently a collective rather than an individual process, and it marked a profound cultural shift. The introduction of a new shared festival calendar was an important part of this. In a letter of advice to the Augustinian mission, Gregory counselled them to treat conversion as a process of adaptation, telling them to offer the newly converted Anglo-Saxons Christian feasts in exchange for their existing festivals and to repurpose the sites of pagan shrines as Christian churches. The idea was that it would be easier for people to accept the new religion if they were allowed to keep aspects of their old festivals: ‘while some outward rejoicings are preserved, they will be able more easily to share in inward rejoicings,’ Gregory wrote.11 This was a tried-and-tested practice in the early Middle Ages, and one there was no attempt to hide. Medieval historians were well aware that the church had frequently Christianized pagan festivals and customs, not only in the context of the Anglo-Saxon conversion, but – much more importantly, even in the eyes of medieval English historians – in Rome. Bede, for instance, explains how the custom of processing with candles at the feast of the Purification of the Virgin Mary (2 February) was a Christianized version of a processional ritual of expiation, observed in pagan Rome and adopted by the early church.12 Similar explanations are provided by Anglo-Saxon writers for the processions of Rogationtide, which we’ll consider in detail later, and for the Ember Days, four periods of prayer and fasting corresponding to the four seasons of the year, which probably had their roots in pagan Roman rituals seeking the aid of the gods at different stages in the agricultural cycle. In writing about such customs, Anglo-Saxon historians show that they were fully aware that the Christian liturgical cycle borrowed in part from older customs, and that they understood how festivals and rituals could take on new forms and meanings as the result of religious change.

In the case of Anglo-Saxon England, Gregory’s advice on adapting existing festivals must have been only the beginning. Developing a festival calendar for the new English church meant harmonizing a religion which had its origins in the Middle East and the Mediterranean world with the seasonal and agricultural calendar of a country on the edge of northern Europe, and that was a complex process of synthesis. It was not simply a matter of laying one calendar on top of another, or celebrating old festivals under new names; it must have involved a considerable amount of negotiation and adaptation on both sides. It’s a common claim in popular accounts of the festival year that remnants of Anglo-Saxon pagan belief long survived after the conversion and had an important influence on later English customs, festivals and folklore. As we look at the surviving sources, we’ll be able to test in more detail, case by case, how far this claim can be substantiated. Our priority, however, will be studying the evidence we have rather than speculating about pagan festivals which are almost entirely unrecorded in surviving Anglo-Saxon sources. In some cases, we can look to comparative cultures for suggestive parallels: early medieval England and Scandinavia, for instance, had close cultural affinities, and Old Norse paganism is much better attested than pre-Christian belief from Anglo-Saxon England. However, it would be a mistake to draw too direct lines of comparison between early Anglo-Saxon paganism and the Old Norse evidence, which in most cases dates from centuries later. It’s best not to worry too much about labelling certain practices as remnants of ancient paganism, unless they were clearly perceived in that way in the Anglo-Saxon period; what we want is to try and understand Anglo-Saxon culture on its own terms, and that’s often more fluid and more interesting than modern labels allow room for.

To a large degree, the details of the process by which the Anglo-Saxons adopted a new cycle of Christian festivals are lost to us. But the outcome of that process was the calendar we’ll be exploring in this book, which proved remarkably durable, lasting – not unaltered, but essentially stable – for many hundreds of years. It was a strength of this calendar that it was, at one and the same time, firmly rooted in Anglo-Saxon culture and fully part of the wider international church. A key attraction of Christianity to early Anglo-Saxon kings was that it offered an opportunity to join the mainstream of European culture, becoming part of a network of Christian rulers, and throughout the Anglo-Saxon period the English church was in constant communication with churches across Europe and beyond. Anglo-Saxon monks and nuns travelled and studied abroad, foreign scholars came to live in England, and for Anglo-Saxon pilgrims the route to Rome was already a well-trodden path. Two of the most significant leaders in the early Anglo-Saxon church, whose influence can hardly be overstated, were Theodore, a scholar from Tarsus in Cilicia, a Greek-speaking province of the Byzantine Empire, who was appointed Archbishop of Canterbury in 668, and Hadrian, an African-born monk who at the same time became abbot of the monastery of St Augustine’s, Canterbury. Working together, these men established an unparalleled centre of learning in Canterbury which introduced new forms of scholarship to England from much further afield than Rome – the learning of Antioch and Constantinople, Syria and Libya. Their great learning included, Bede tells us, scholarship on the calculation of the calendar, and they attracted many eager pupils; ‘never had there been such happy times since the English first came to Britain,’ Bede comments with enthusiastic praise.13

Such international links meant that as new festivals sprang up in other parts of the church, they were soon adopted in England. At the same time, over the centuries the Anglo-Saxon church developed its own feasts, saints and customs, and grew into a thoroughly vernacular form of English Christianity, with its own characteristic habits of prayer, devotion and scholarship. That culture was not unchanging or monolithic. The six centuries of Anglo-Saxon history saw huge political and cultural change – new waves of immigration from Scandinavia, the birth of a single kingdom of England, war, invasion, conquest.14 New festivals became fashionable and new customs were introduced. But some things remained constant. The year turned from Midwinter to Midsummer; the length of the days waxed and waned; fields were sown and harvested. Scholars found methods for reckoning the passing of years, poets found words to praise it, and everyone lived through the cycle together in their different ways, year by year.

WRITING THE YEARS

In this book we’ll explore sources from across the Anglo-Saxon period which deal in different ways with the seasons and festivals of the year: histories and sermons, scientific and medical texts, calendars and saints’ lives, and poems of many kinds. Before we begin, let’s meet some of these texts and their authors. We’ve already encountered Bede, and we’ll look at his writings several times over the course of this book – not only De temporum ratione, our most important source for the structure of the year in the pre-conversion period, but his Historia ecclesiastica gentis Anglorum (Ecclesiastical History of the English People). Born around 673, Bede was just seven years old when he entered the twinned monasteries of Wearmouth–Jarrow, near the River Tyne in Northumbria, where he spent the rest of his life. At the end of the Historia ecclesiastica, he tells us that the guiding principle of his life was his love of learning: ‘it has always been my delight to learn or to teach or to write,’ he says.15 This scholarly delight led him to write on many topics in addition to the reckoning of time and the history of his own people: he composed numerous biblical commentaries, poems, hymns, saints’ lives and a translation – sadly lost – of the Gospel of John into English. The Historia ecclesiastica, written around 731, is an invaluable source of information about the early Anglo-Saxon kingdoms and the establishment of the English church, and it had a huge and lasting impact on the Anglo-Saxon church’s understanding of its own history. Bede was influential in popularizing the idea that there was a single ‘people of the English’, sharing a common culture, language and religion, centuries before England became a political reality.16

Bede wrote mostly in Latin, as did other early Anglo-Saxon writers, since this enabled them to communicate with readers and scholars across Europe. In time, however, Anglo-Saxon England also developed a very rich and diverse vernacular literature. Writing in English especially flourished between the ninth and eleventh centuries, and in this period the English language could be used to write just about any kind of text you can think of, whatever its subject or intended audience. After the Norman Conquest, that would change radically: French became the language of high-status literature, law, politics and bureaucracy, while learned technical or specialist topics – history, science or theology – were largely discussed in Latin. But in Anglo-Saxon England all those subjects could be written about in English, and even the most arcane and erudite topics find expression in the common tongue. This includes many different kinds of writing about the calendar and the seasons. There are, for instance, reference works such as the encyclopaedic Old English Martyrology, a ninth-century compilation with a short entry for each day of the year which provides bite-size information about the festival or saint commemorated on that date.17 Practical knowledge of the calendar crops up in Old English medical texts, which often advise on the best season – and sometimes specific days – for administering remedies most effectively. From the late Anglo-Saxon period, we have some descriptions of the day-to-day administration of farming estates, outlining the duties and rights of different groups of labourers: they stipulate, for instance, how many extra days a peasant might be called upon to work during harvest and when he should pay his taxes (ten pennies at Michaelmas, a quantity of barley at Martinmas), but also what a shepherd should receive in return for his work (a portion of dung at Midwinter, a lamb and a ram’s fleece in the spring, a bowl of whey all through the summer). An Old English text known as Gerefa, ‘Reeve’, advises the overseer of an estate about the jobs he needs to keep track of at different seasons in the year, from setting hedges and making sheepfolds in the summer to chopping timber in the winter frost.18 At the other end of the social scale, the seasonal calendar also influenced when Anglo-Saxon kings would hold assemblies with their advisors,19 and festivals regularly feature in royal laws and decrees: dates such as Easter or Martinmas were employed as fixed points of reference for the payment of taxes and tithes, and legislation laid down the amount of holiday to which workers were legally entitled at certain festivals. This pragmatic use of feast-days continued into the later medieval period and for many centuries afterwards. Festivals, especially the four quarter-days at Christmas, Lady Day, Midsummer and Michaelmas, have historically been used to set the dates when rents and payments were due and contracts and leases would begin or end. Remnants of this system still shape the legal, educational and parliamentary calendars in Britain; this explains, for instance, why the tax year starts in April, after ‘Old Lady Day’.

All these different kinds of texts give us a fascinating insight into the Old English vocabulary of time-reckoning and the tasks or customs associated with particular seasons in Anglo-Saxon England. The calendar also features prominently in the Anglo-Saxon Chronicle, one of our best sources for England’s early medieval history. The origins of the Chronicle lie at the court of Alfred the Great, king of Wessex from 871 to 899.20 Ruling at a time when England had suffered decades of Viking attacks and the other Anglo-Saxon kingdoms had fallen under Scandinavian control, Alfred believed that learning among the English was in a dire state – a sad decline from the days of Bede. His solution was to invite foreign scholars to come and help him revive education in England, promoting the translation of a range of philosophical and historical texts into English so people could read them in their own language. The Anglo-Saxon Chronicle began as part of Alfred’s project, but soon took on a life of its own. Kept up in different places over two or three hundred years, it’s a year-by-year record of all the events that go to make up history: wars, plagues, invasions, political intrigues, the deaths of kings. It survives in several versions, which share common sources with each other but also incorporate different material, depending on the priorities of the people whose job it was to keep the annals up to date. As well as being a crucial historical source, the Chronicle is an excellent guide to the structure of the Anglo-Saxon year, because it usually dates the events it records by seasons and festivals, ‘at Easter’ or ‘before Midsummer’. It tells us what people were doing at different times of the year, but also how they thought about and described the passage of time.

The vast majority of Old English texts are anonymous; we can deduce (sometimes) when and where they were written, but rarely know much about the people who wrote them. There are some important exceptions, though. These include two scholarly monks, writing in the decades around 1000, who in their different ways provide us with important information about the Anglo-Saxon calendar: Ælfric of Eynsham and Byrhtferth of Ramsey. They lived in tumultuous times. Ælfric was born around 955, Byrhtferth about fifteen years later, and both were educated in monasteries influenced by a spirit of renewal, often called the Benedictine Revival, which was energizing the tenth-century church. This was a time of relative peace in England, by now a single kingdom ruled by the descendants of Alfred the Great, with the Vikings kept temporarily at bay. But peace and prosperity did not last long. In the 980s Viking attacks resumed, posing not only a military danger but also a constant drain on the country’s finances, as the king and his counsellors tried to pay ever-increasing sums of money in exchange for peace. Decades of warfare culminated in 1016 when England was conquered by the Danish king Cnut and became part of his Scandinavian empire – a precursor to the Norman Conquest which would follow fifty years later.

Ælfric and Byrhtferth lived much of their adult lives in a country falling apart under the pressure of war and political turmoil. Amid it all, these monks occupied themselves with the study of history, theology and time. Ælfric’s life was spent at a succession of monasteries in Wessex: Winchester, Cerne Abbas in Dorset, then Eynsham in Oxfordshire. A prolific author, composing mostly sermons, translations and teaching texts, he’s best known for his two great cycles of homilies and a large collection of saints’ lives, which were intended to provide sermons for every significant feast and commemoration in the church year. These collections display the full range of Ælfric’s talents as a communicator. Within his sermons he translates into English and explains for his listeners an impressive variety of biblical extracts, patristic texts, liturgical customs and historical and theological material. Almost all Ælfric’s writing is educational or pastoral in its aims; he was a teacher to his fingertips, constantly engaged with the question of how best to explain complex and challenging ideas to his audiences. As well as his sermons, he also composed letters of pastoral guidance and works for use in the monastic classroom, including English textbooks on Latin grammar and science. Among these is a short text in English, De temporibus anni, which aims to be a more accessible, user-friendly introduction to the kind of material covered in Bede’s De temporum ratione.21 It summarizes scientific thinking on the structure of the year and the reckoning of time; the nature of the sun, moon and stars; and the operation of the winds and weather. It’s a useful source for our purposes here, and so are Ælfric’s sermons: though his primary focus is explaining the course of the church year, Ælfric was also interested in different systems of seasonal calculation, the connection between the liturgical cycle and the natural world, and how learned and popular understandings of the calendar coincide. From his writings we can get a sense of how beliefs about the cycle of the year and its religious significance were communicated to a wider audience in Anglo-Saxon England.

Byrhtferth, slightly younger than Ælfric, was a monk of Ramsey Abbey in what is now Cambridgeshire. Unlike Ælfric, he was primarily a historian – but since medieval historians were always thinking about time, how to calculate it and how to understand it, he wrote about the calendar too. Scientifically minded, Byrhtferth was as fascinated as Bede by the study of computus, and he had been trained at Ramsey under one of the leading tenth-century scholars of the subject, Abbo of Fleury. In 1011, Byrhtferth wrote a book which he called his Enchiridion, Manualis or Handboc, names which all mean ‘hand-book’, in Greek, Latin and English respectively. This was a guide to calendar calculation and computus, intended to help young monks learn about this complicated and technical subject. To aid his readers, Byrhtferth wrote in both Latin and English, switching between languages and incorporating many diagrams to help his pupils find their way through this maze. His book has some lovely moments, especially when he addresses his pupils with sympathy for their puzzlement at these complex topics, or when he imagines Bede, on whom he draws heavily as a source, turning up to talk to them as a kind of guest lecturer – coming to ‘take his seat comfortably propped up on pillows, and declare to us with glad heart the things which are known to him’.22 Though Bede had died nearly three hundred years earlier, Byrhtferth has a vivid sense of the older scholar’s presence as he reads his works: ‘we imagine that most learned of men sitting here now as we study his writings,’ he says. The most impressive of Byrhtferth’s virtuosic diagrams depicts a pattern of interlocking rings, designed to illustrate the interconnectedness of the universe. It shows parallels between significant sets of four and twelve, including the seasons, elements, months, winds, astrological signs and more. The seasons are aligned with the four ages of human life: spring with childhood, summer with adolescence, autumn with adulthood, winter with old age. The diagram is a work of art as well as a brilliant act of synthesis. Its purpose is to show that everything in the world has its correspondences in the heavens, the earth and the passage of time; nothing is random, and human existence is part of a great pattern as huge as the universe.

WYRD AND WISDOM

The decades around 1000, when Ælfric and Byrhtferth were writing, were also the period in which our most important sources for Anglo-Saxon poetry were recorded. Almost all surviving Old English poetry is preserved in just four priceless manuscripts, which were compiled around this time, though many of the poems in them may be much older. Most Anglo-Saxon poetry is anonymous, and it’s generally difficult to be sure when or where individual poems were written; we do at least have the evidence of the manuscripts, though, which may be able to tell us when and where the poems were read. One of these four manuscripts contains Beowulf, along with other texts on marvellous creatures and distant lands; another consists of four long poems on biblical subjects; a third, the Vercelli Book, preserves The Dream of the Rood and poems about the lives of saints, as well as a collection of homilies. But it’s the fourth manuscript we’ll meet most often. This is called the Exeter Book, because in the eleventh century it was given to the library of the monastery at Exeter Cathedral, where it’s been ever since. It contains a miscellaneous collection of English poems on a very wide variety of subjects: poems of lament and love, wisdom poetry, allegories about the natural world, stories of saints, and a large collection of riddles that range from the erudite to the obscene. War, sex, animals, saints – Anglo-Saxon monks had eclectic literary tastes, and no subject is off-limits in these poems. We’ll see poetic engagement with the seasons in many of these diverse contexts, as poets seek to describe natural cycles and landscapes both for their own sake and as reflections of human experience.

Only a handful of Old English poems survive outside these big compilations, but among them are two short, precious texts which are especially important in thinking about the Anglo-Saxon year. As we begin our journey through the seasons, let’s take a moment to consider these two poems and what they can tell us about how Anglo-Saxon poets might imagine the passage of time. In the 1040s, scribes working at a monastery somewhere in the south of England – perhaps in Canterbury, or at Abingdon, near Oxford – copied out a manuscript of the Anglo-Saxon Chronicle and added as a preface two anonymous poems.23
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