




[image: image]






Everyman’s Poetry


Everyman, I will go with thee, and be thy guide


Anglo Saxon Poetry


Translated and Edited by
S. A. J. Bradley
University of York


[image: image]





NOTE ON THE TEXT AND TRANSLATOR



[image: image]


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


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





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


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


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


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


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


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


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


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


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


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


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


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


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


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


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


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


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


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


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


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


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


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


S. A. J. BRADLEY





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


fol. folio(s)                                         OE Old English


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


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





 



Three Early Poems


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


Cædmon’s Hymn


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


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


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


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


Cædmon first sang this song.


The Ruthwell Cross Inscription


[Ruthwell Church, Dumfries]


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


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




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


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


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






Bede’s Death-song



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


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


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








JUNIUS II





 



The Junius Manuscript


[Oxford, Bodleian Library, Junius 11 (5123)]


Four different hands are usually identified in the writing of this codex, palaeographically assigned to a short period of time over the turn of the tenth century into the eleventh. Gen, Exo and Dan (together designated Liber I in the MS) are in one hand, the earlier one, while XSt (Liber II in the MS) is written in three later hands – so it is not unanimously agreed that this last poem was part of the original design. Furthermore, the poems are divided into sections of varying length, which are marked by large capitals and spacing, and are sporadically numbered. Throughout Liber I the numbering is consecutive, overriding the separate identities of the poems; but Liber II is separately numbered. There are various stylistic and organizational indications such as the obviously composite nature of Gen to suggest that the compiler of the book was not the original author of all the poetry in it; indeed it is possible that his function was that of a judicious editor alone – though the continuity of theme and consistency of diction through much of the contents might argue at least for a close-knit school of poets if not for one creatively presiding redactor. As is the case with the poems of the other codices, the dating of the poems, as distinct from that of the MS, must depend mainly upon stylistic assessments which themselves rest upon somewhat arbitrary ‘evolutionary’ assumptions as to a chronological progress in poetry from early classical correctness to late evolved licence. Great uncertainty must be admitted in this area.


Because of its exclusively poetical content and its thematic devotion to scriptural topics, this codex was long popularly regarded as being part of the corpus of the poet Cædmon who, Bede says, received the gift of poetry directly from God and forthwith set about turning the whole of the sacred history into English poetry. The belief is no longer tenable, for want of any supporting evidence, though critics still find it useful to refer to a Cædmonian school of poetics, in which material from this codex has its place.


In fact, the scriptural poems here are far from being plain translations or paraphrases or merely the abandoned beginnings of a versified Bible. They are free reworkings, designed with greater or lesser thoroughness to intimate the significance of those events in terms of a Christian synthesis of Old and New Testament revelation of God’s purpose for man and of man’s duty in view of that purpose. This exegetical motive embraces, and is indeed enhanced by the inclusion of, XSt – whether or not that poem was part of the original scheme. More precisely, the subject-matter selected for such treatment is broadly that which the Church reflected upon during the liturgical season of Lent. It seems likely indeed that the anthology offered a series of readings appropriate to the needs of a religious community over Lent and Easter. Through all the poems run sustained themes, topics and imagery, often in polarized pairs, such as those of the covenant with God and the tyranny of evil, righteousness and unrighteousness, exile and the homeward journey, the earthly city and the heavenly, light and darkness, water and fire – all of which recur, sometimes more allusively, in other OE poems. In these respects, the Junius codex may be judged the most clearly unified and planned of the four principal books of AS poetry. It also contains, particularly in the Fall of the Angels section of Gen and in Exo, some of the most qualitatively impressive and intellectually strenuous poetry in the AS corpus.


What conspicuously distinguishes Junius 11 is the large number of fine ink drawings in a programme of illustrations, unfortunately not completed. Their presence as part of the didactic function of the book, their composition and pictorial imagery relative to the rhetorical structure and verbal imagery of the episodes they match, prompt important issues within the whole field of responses between art and literature in AS England.


Genesis


[Oxford, Bodleian Library, Junius 11, pp.1–142]


There are generally held to be at least two originally separate poems in Gen. Lines 1–234 and 852–2935, often called Genesis A or The Earlier Genesis, differ markedly in style from lines 235–851 and are usually dated, on somewhat tenuous grounds, as early as the beginning of the eighth century. Licence to seek rhetorical effect beyond the austere metrical constraint of Gen A distinguishes the style of lines 235–851 which, with their self-contained account of the fall of the angels and the fall of man, have often been handled as a separate poem, Gen B or The Later Genesis, dated speculatively in the mid-ninth century. Characteristics of metre and vocabulary seem to confirm that Gen B is translated from an Old Saxon original – of which, indeed, a portion (corresponding to lines 791–817 of the OE poem) survives, composed in a region which was converted to Christianity by AS missionaries in the eighth century. But despite its composite structure, the poem is offered by the compiler of the codex as a coherent and consecutive work; a work conceived not as a mere vernacular translation of the scriptural narratives, nor only as a rhetorical elaboration upon them, but as ah exegetical survey of the history of that love of God for mankind which ennobles man and transcends the justified wrath that human nature has at times incurred. Nowithstanding its exclusive address to the Old Testament texts (augmented by the apocryphal matter of the fall of the angels), the poem is distinctly Messianic in its careful delineation of the recurring model of the man found righteous, for whose sake God refrains from abandoning mankind to destruction. The Messianic theme of righteousness is of course explicit in the Old Testament, especially in the prophets Amos, Isaiah, Hoseah and Micah, and is fundamental to the orthodox Christian reading of the Old Testament; and this was signalized from early times in the Church’s lectionary – the programme of scriptural texts appointed to be read at divine service. There the narratives of the fall of man, of the first murder, of the subsequent division of humanity into the righteous and the wilfully unrighteous, and of the patriarchs who led the people of the covenant towards righteousness – which are the subject of much of the poetry in Junius 11 – are covered in the weeks leading from Septuagesima up to Easter. It has therefore been plausibly suggested that the codex was compiled to serve as a lectionary in the vernacular for the less formal environment of the refectory of a religious house. In this view, the single New Testament poem in the codex, XSt, dealing directly as it does with the Messiah and having primary relevance to the liturgical seasons of Lent and Easter, appropriately affirms the consummation in divine love of the human faith and hope of Gen. Thus understood, the OE Gen also has its value as a context to which the Bwf-poet’s assertion of his hero’s righteousness and his references to Cain, Abel, the Flood and the giants may be referred for a fuller understanding of their suggestiveness to an AS Christian audience.


The postulation that Milton may have discussed the poem with his acquaintance Junius, the one-time owner of the manuscript, is not necessary to account for broad similarities between parts of Gen and of Paradise Lost. Both poets, as a direct consequence of opting for an epic heroic genre, risk counterproductively investing the rebel angel with an admirable dignity and heroic appeal which are inherent in the traditional diction and manner of the genre. But surely neither poet fails to control the hazard. Though individual speeches of the AS Lucifer may ring with Beowulf’s courage and Byrhtnoth’s defiance, they are set off in context by implicit and explicit statements of the Satanic presumption, blasphemy and malicious treachery involved; and the juxtaposition of the story of the fall of man is calculated to force an audience to recognize that they are themselves the direct and continuing victims of this evil. The nature of evil is proved unequivocally to be darkness and self-delusion such as the Bwf-poet assigns to Grendel, the dark death-shadow, and such as the composer of the Mxm knows to be the proverbial distinction between the guilty man and the innocent who belongs in the light. Conversely, much sympathy is shown for man who, though he must take responsibility for his free choosing, was foully deceived by Satan. This humane warmth of fellow-sympathy for man culminates in the moving scenes of the harrowing of hell in XSt. Many themes later to be developed in medieval poetry are first explored in English in this richly complex work.


LIBER I


I


A great duty is ours: that we should praise with our words and love with our hearts the Guardian of the heavens, the glorious King of hosts. He is plenitude of powers, sovereign of all his sublime creations, the Lord almighty. Of him was never beginning nor origin nor will there come hereafter an end to the everlasting Lord but he will ever remain mighty above the thrones of heaven.




8       With powers sublime, steadfast in truth and abounding in plenty, he ruled the plains of heaven which were established in their width and breadth by God’s command for the children of glory, the guardians of souls. Joyfulness and happiness they had, those angel hosts, and sheer bliss in their begetter; great bounty was theirs. Majestic servants, they lauded their Prince and willingly spoke his praise and glorified their Lord of life; greatly were they blessed with the benefits of the Lord God. They had no knowledge of the commission of sins and of crimes, but they lived eternally in peace with their Prince.


20       In the heavens they exalted nothing else but right and truth – until the chief of the angels strayed through pride into perversity. No longer were they willing to pursue their own best interest, but they turned aside from God’s loving friendship. They had the great arrogance to boast that they could partition with God that mansion, glorious in the majesty of the multitude, broad and ethereally bright: thereupon the wound took effect in them, the envy and the presumption and the pride of that angel who first forwarded, contrived and encouraged that folly when, thirsting for trouble, he outspokenly declared that he meant to have a home and a throne in the northern part of the kingdom of heaven.


34       Then God grew angry and irate against the multitude whom he had previously dignified with beauty and splendour. He fashioned for the renegade a home – one in exile – as reward for his effort: the howlings of hell and harsh afflictions. That outcasts’ prison, deep and cheerless, our Lord commanded the guardians of souls to suffer when he knew it to be ready, enveloped in endless night, filled with torment, inundated with fire and intense cold, smoke and ruddy flame. He then commanded the punitive horrors to multiply throughout that desolate abode. Unrelentingly they had mustered a league of enmity against God, for which an unrelenting reward befell them.


47       Violent of mood, they declared that they meant to have a kingdom and that they could easily do so. This hope played them false when the Ruler, the high King of the heavens, raised up his most sublime hands against that army. They were not competent, those rash and wicked beings, to share power with the ordaining Lord, but glorious God put a stop to their pride and humbled their bombast. One he was angered he balked the evil-doers of victory and of rule, of dignity and of wealth, and he despoiled the foe of happiness, of peace and of all pleasure and of shining glory, and by the powers of his own self he vigorously avenged his injury upon his adversaries by forcible dispossession. He had a stern heart, unrelentingly provoked; with hostile hands he snatched up his enemies and crushed them in his grasp, irate in his heart, and cut off his adversaries from their native home, from the heavenly mansions.


65       So our Creator thrust out and cut off the presumptuous clan of angels from the heavens, a traitorous throng. The Ruler dispatched the rebellious army, those miserable spirits, upon a long journey. Their bragging was broken, their boasting shattered, their splendour humbled and their beauty blotted. Thereafter they languished dismally in distress; no cause they had to laugh loud at the escapade, for they were living damned in the tortures of hell and experiencing affliction, pain and grief and they suffered torment, muffled in darkness, and strict retribution, because they had striven against God.


78       Then as before there was true concord in the heavens, the pleasant virtues of peace, and the Lord loved by all, the King by his servants. The splendours increased of the hosts enjoying happiness with the Lord.





II




82       They were in accord then, those who should inhabit the sky, the celestial homeland. Strife had ceased and enmity among the angels and martial hostility after the warmongers left heaven, deprived of the light. In their wake there stood abroad in God’s kingdom thrones abounding in heavenly riches, increasing in endowments, resplendent and prosperous, lacking incumbents ever since the damned spirits abjectly departed to their place of punishment in hell-dungeon.


92       Then our Lord meditated in his mind how he might resettle that glorious creation, its dwelling-places and its thrones ethereally bright, with a better company since the braggart wreckers had abandoned them high in the heavens. Therefore holy God with his mighty powers willed that under the ambit of the skies should be established for him an earth and a sky and a broad ocean, a created world in compensation for those revolted aggressors whom he sent out of his protection.


103       Nothing but darkness was as yet come into being here, but this wide abyss stood deep and dim, remote from the Lord, desolate and fallow. Purposive of spirit, the King looked upon it with his eyes and surveyed the cheerless place and saw the dark murk lowering in endless night, black beneath the skies, gloomy and waste until this created world came into being by the word of the King of glory. Here the everlasting Lord, Protector of all beings, the Lord almighty, first created heaven and earth, raised aloft the sky and founded this spacious land by his mighty powers.


116       The ground was not as yet green with grass. Dark endless night far and wide muffled the ocean and its gloomy waves. Then the celestially shining Spirit of heaven’s Keeper was very quickly extended over the deep. The ordaining Lord of the angels, the Giver of life, commanded light to issue forth across the vast abyss. Swiftly the high King’s bidding was fulfilled; there was holy light for him throughout the void as the Maker decreed.


126       When the Arbiter over victorious achievements divided the light from the darkness, the shadow from the radiance, above the watery flood, then the Giver of life shaped names for them both. By the Lord’s behest was light, that bright and beautiful creation, first named Day. The Lord was well pleased with that fruitful period at the beginning, the first day. He saw the dark shadow vanish black across the vast abyss.






III




135       When this period went slipping by above the framework of middle-earth, after the sheer radiance the ordaining Lord our Creator set in motion the first evening. In its wake hastened and advanced the gloom of darkness for which the Prince himself shaped the name Night. Our Saviour divided them; ever afterwards they have fulfilled and performed the will of the Lord unceasingly upon the earth.


143       Then came the second day, light after darkness. Then the Protector of life commanded that there be in the midst of the flood the auspicious framework of the sky. Our Ruler divided the oceans and then built the firmament of the sky; the mighty Lord omnipotent by his own word raised it up from the earth. The flood below the empyrean was divided by his holy powers, that water from those waters which still remain beneath the firmament of the roof of mortals.


154       Then over the earth advancing eagerly came the third glorious morning. As yet neither wide lands nor waves were profitable to the Lord but the earth stood constantly covered by the flood. The Lord of angels commanded by his word that the waters should be joined in one, which now keep their course beneath the skies, confined in their place. Then the broad ocean beneath the heavens swiftly stood gathered together; then the sea was divided from the land. So the Guardian Lord of life, the Shepherd of the angelic multitudes, observed a dry place – far and wide it appeared – which he named Earth. He defined to the waves and to the spacious ocean their proper compass and confined…





At this point, between the pages now numbered 8 and 9 in the MS, there is an obvious break in the narrative. Three MS leaves may be missing which may have contained as much as 200 lines of verse. In the lost ending to the poem’s third section the poet presumably completed the account of the seven days of creation, and he may have reserved the account of man’s creation for the lost opening of the fourth section. It is noteworthy, though, that the text as it stands seems to conflate the two alternative accounts of man’s creation in Genesis 1 and 2, with the prime result of establishing that Eve has already been made from Adam’s rib, and is thus present to hear the charge at first hand, when God forbids man to eat from the tree of the knowledge of good and evil.


IV




169       … It did not seem apt then to the Guardian of the skies that Adam should long remain the lonely tender and keeper of Paradise, the new creation. Therefore the high King, the almighty Lord, ordained for him help; the Author of light and of life brought woman into being and bestowed this helpmate upon the cherished man. The substance he removed from Adam’s body and skilfully he drew from his side a rib. He was deep in repose and quietly slept; he felt no pain and not a scrap of discomfort, nor did there come any blood from the wound, but the Ruler of angels drew from his body the living bone – the man being unhurt – from which God wrought a lovely woman. He instilled in her life and an immortal soul. They were comparable with the angels once Eve, bride of Adam, was furnished with a spirit. In youthfulness they both were born, radiantly beautiful, into the world by the ordaining Lord’s might. They knew nothing of committing or practising evil but in the bosoms of them both was a burning love of the Lord.


192       Then the benign-hearted King, the ordaining Lord of all his creatures, blessed those first two of humankind, the father and the mother, the female and the male. He spoke these words:


196       ‘Be fruitful now and increase and fill the all-verdant earth with your offspring, your family, with sons and with daughters. The salt water shall abide under your dominion, and all the worldly creation. Enjoy days of harvest and sea’s repletion and the birds of heaven. Into your dominion are the cattle consecrated and the wild beasts given and the living things which tread the land and the life-endowed species that swim the ocean along the whale’s track. All belong to you.’


206       Then our Creator looked upon the bounty of his fruits, and of his fresh creations. Goodly and hospitable, Paradise stood filled with the everlasting benefits of his favours. Running water, a welling spring, pleasantly irrigated the gentle landscape. Not as yet did dark clouds carry with the wind rainstorms across the spacious plain, but the ground stood covered with crops. Four noble rivers kept their onward course from out of the new Paradise. They had been separated by the powers of the Lord, when he shaped this earth, all from the one radiantly beautiful fount and sent forth into the world. People, folk dwelling on the earth, call that one Pishon which broadly encircles with gleaming currents the region of land, Havilah. In that country the people, sons of men, find near and far gold and the finest precious stones, as books tell us. Then the second encompasses the land and country of Ethiopia, that vast realm; the name of it is Gihon. The third is Tigris, the full-flowing river which runs hard by the kingdom of Asshur. And there is the fourth, which men throughout many a nation now widely call Euphrates…





Between the pages now numbered 12 and 13 there occurs in the narrative another break due, it is assumed, to the loss of at least one MS leaf. The missing matter was not necessarily extensive for the biblical verses (Genesis 2: 15–17) relating to man’s establishment in Eden and God’s injunction concerning the tree (with which the poem resumes after the lacuna) follow immediately upon those naming the four rivers (Genesis 2:10–14). The essentials of the story are intact, moreover. That Adam and Eve are now in Eden is obviously implicit in the following speech and confirmed in the narrative a few lines later; and God’s opening injunction serves aptly as a kind of text prefacing the fifth section of the poem, which is itself a prelude to the account of the revolt and revenge of the angels.


V




235       ‘… but enjoy all the rest. Leave untouched that one tree and guard yourselves against that fruit. No want will be yours of needful things.’


237       Then they bowed their heads devoutly to the heaven-King and spoke their thanks for all, for his skills and for those precepts. He left them to inhabit that land and then the holy Lord, the King purposive of spirit, returned to the heavens. The creatures of his making remained together on the ground. They knew nothing of cares to be bemoaned, only that they should for ever fulfil the will of God. They were precious to God while they were willing to keep his holy commandments.





VI [Genesis B]




246       The Ruler of all, the holy Lord, by the might of his hand had ordained ten orders of angels in whom he firmly trusted that they would follow in his fealty and work his will since he, the holy Lord, had given them intelligence and shaped them with his hands. So blessedly had he established them, and a certain one he had made so strong and so powerful in his intellect, so much he allowed him to command, the highest after himself in the realm of the heavens, so dazzling had he made him, so winsome was his person in the heavens which came to him from the Lord of the angel multitudes – he was comparable to the incandescent stars – he ought to have done homage to the Lord, he ought to have prized his pleasures in the heavens and he ought to have thanked his Lord for the bounty he had allotted him in that existence: then he would have let him rule it in perpetuity. But he turned it to his own worse purpose: he began to stir up trouble against the supreme Ruler of heaven who sits upon the holy throne.


261       He was dear to our Lord; it could not be concealed from him that his angel began to grow presumptuous, set himself up against his Master, resorted to malicious talk and boasting against him. He would not wait upon God. He declared that his body was radiant and shining, bright and dazzlingly beautiful. He could not find it in his self-esteem to be willing to wait upon God, his Prince, in a status of fealty. To himself it seemed that he had a greater force and strength of fellow-fighters than the holy God could command. Many words of presumption this angel spoke. He contemplated how, through his sole strength, he might create for himself a more powerful throne, more exalted in the heavens. He declared that his self-esteem persuaded him that he should start building in the west and in the north and fortify the construction. He declared that it seemed to him doubtful that he would remain subordinate to God.


278       ‘Why must I labour?’ he declared. ‘There is no need at all for me to have a master. I can work just as many marvels with my hands. I have plenty of power to furnish a goodlier throne, one more exalted in heaven. Why must I wait upon his favour and defer to him in such fealty? I can be a god as well as he. Strong comrades stand by me, heroes hardy of spirit, who will not fail me in the fight. They have chosen me as their master, those confident warriors; with such fellow-fighters one can think out a strategy and with such achieve it. They are my eager friends, loyal in the disposition of their hearts. I can be their master and govern in this realm. So it does not seem to me fitting that I need flatter God at all for any advantage. No longer will I be his subordinate.’


292       When the Ruler of all heard all this, that his angel had promoted a great presumption against his Master and rashly voiced conceited talk against his Lord, then he had to pay for the deed and share in the suffering of this strife, and he had to receive his punishment – the greatest of all torments. So does each man who attempts to strive with iniquity against his Ruler, against the glorious Lord. Then the mighty and supreme Ruler of heaven grew angered and threw him down from the lofty throne. He had won from his Master hate; he had forfeited his favour. The good God was grown hostile to him in his heart, for which cause he would have to go to the abyss of hell’s harsh punishment, because he fought against heaven’s Ruler. He banished him then from his favour and threw him down into hell, into those deep pits where he turned into a devil, the fiend with all his companions.


306       Then they fell from on high, from out of the heavens, for as long as three nights and days, those angels, from out of the heavens into hell, and the Lord transformed them all into devils. Because they were not willing to esteem his deed and word the almighty God therefore deposited them, thwarted of their triumph, in a worse existence underneath the earth in black hell. There during nights inordinately long they endure, each and every one of those fiends, ever-replenished fire; then with the dawn comes an east wind and frost intensely cold. Fire or piercing cold, they constantly had to endure some harsh wringing torment: it had been created in the first instance for their punishment – their world was changed – and hell was filled with those conflicting elements. From then on, the angels who had previously maintained their allegiance towards God possessed the heights of the heavenly kingdom.





VII [Genesis B]




322       The others, the fiends, lay in the fire, who had once maintained so much strife against their Ruler. They suffer punishment – the hot fierce turbulence in the midst of hell, burning and broad flames and acrid fumes too and smoke and darkness – because they disregarded their duty towards God. Their arrogance and the angel’s presumption betrayed them. They had been unwilling to esteem the word of the Ruler of all: they received a heavy punishment. They were then prostrated in the depth of the fire in hot hell for their recklessness and for their presumption. They sought another country: it was devoid of light and was filled with flame and the heavy onslaught of fire. The fiends realized that they had got in exchange an infinitude of punishments through their great boldness and through God’s power and most of all through pride.


338       Then spoke the presumptuous king who had once been the most radiant of the angels, the brightest in heaven and loved by his Master, dear to his Lord, until they grew too rash so that because of their arrogance the mighty God himself grew angry at heart. He precipitated him into that torment, down into that death-bed and devised for him a name thereafter. The supreme Lord said that he should ever after be called Satan and he commanded him to take charge of black hell’s abyss, in no way to strive against God.


347       Satan held forth; sorrowing he spoke who in future was to rule hell and have care of the abyss. Once he had been an angel of God, bright in heaven, until his ambition and his presumption most of all deluded him so that he was not willing to respect the word of the Lord of the multitudes. Within him ambition welled about his heart; without was hot and bitter torment. He uttered these words:


356       ‘This confining place is very unlike that other which once we knew high in the heaven-kingdom and which my Lord granted me – though we were not allowed by the Ruler of all to keep it and to extend our realm. Yet he has not done right in having toppled us into the depth of the fire, into this scorching hell, robbed of our heavenly realm – which he has designated to be peopled with humankind. That to me is the greatest of my griefs, that Adam, who was made out of earth, is to occupy my mighty throne and be in bliss, and we suffer this torment and the pain in this hell. Alas and alack! if I had the use of my hands and could be out of here a single while, be out for one winter’s space, then I, with this army –


371       ‘But bonds of iron encircle me; a halter of chain yokes me. I am powerless, such hard hell fetters have fast laid hold of me. There is a great fire here, above and below. Never have I seen a landscape more hostile. The flame, hot throughout hell, will not die down. Fetters of links, a cruel chain, have impeded my movement, deprived me of my motion. My feet are shackled, my hands tethered. The ways are blocked through these hell-gates so that I cannot escape at all from these trammels. Great bars of tough iron forged in fire surround me and with them God has tethered me by the neck: thus I know that he was aware of my purpose, and this he has also realized, Lord of the multitudes, that it needs must turn out evilly between Adam and me over that realm in heaven if I had the use of my hands.
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389       ‘But we are now in hell suffering oppressions – they are the darkness and the burning – fierce and fathomless. God himself has swept us into these black mists. Although he cannot charge us with any sin, or that we did him any harm in that country, yet he has cut us off from the light and cast us down into the severest of all punishments. May we not take vengeance for this and pay him back with some harm, because he has cut us off from the light?


395       ‘Now, he has marked out a middle-earth, where he has made man after his likeness. Through him he means to resettle the realm of the heavens with pure souls. This we must earnestly think upon: that, if ever we can, we should make good our grudge upon Adam and upon his heirs as well and frustrate him of his will in this, if we can at all contrive it.


401       ‘No longer now shall I myself aspire to that heavenly existence, that blessed state, which he means long to enjoy with the strength of his angels. Never in eternity can we succeed in weakening the resolution of mighty God. Let us then subvert it from the children of men, that heavenly kingdom, now that we cannot have it, and see to it that they forgo his favour, that they transgress against what he has commanded by his word. Then he will grow angry with them in his heart and reject them from his favour. Then they will have to seek out this hell and these grim depths. Then we shall be able to have them as our subordinates, the children of men, in these tight bonds. Let us start now to think about the campaign.


409       ‘If of old I bestowed princely treasures upon any follower while we were happily situated in that pleasant realm and had control of our thrones, then never at a more welcome time could he pay me back with returns for my liberality, if any one of my followers would now prove agreeable to this – that he might escape out and up and away from this dungeon and had the strength in him so that he could fly with his wings and soar into the sky to where Adam and Eve stand created in the kingdom of earth, surrounded by riches, and we are cast down here into these deep pits. Now they are much more precious to the Lord and they are allowed to keep for themselves that prosperity and the realm which in fairness we should have in the heavenly kingdom: that benefit is reserved for humankind. It is so agonizing to me in my heart and it irks me in my pride, that they will own to eternity the kingdom of heaven.


427       ‘If any one of you can somehow bring it about that they repudiate the words and precepts of God they will straightway become more repugnant to him. If they violate his prerogative then he will grow enraged with them; then that prosperous state will be reversed for them and punishment, some cruel penalty, will be prepared for them. All of you give thought to this, how you can betray them. Then I can rest easily in these shackles if that realm is lost to them.


435       ‘For the one who achieves that, will ever afterwards be at the ready the reward of such profits as we inside here can in future obtain within this fire.
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438       ‘Him I shall allow to sit by my own self, whosoever shall enter this scorching hell to say that they have contemptuously repudiated in words and deeds the precepts of the heaven-King.’





The sentence ending p.22 of the MS lacks a verb (guessed at in ‘repudiated’) and shows metrical insufficiency; and, as p.23 begins with a new sentence which, according to the system of sectional division, ought to be section XI, it is certain that something is missing here from an originally longer text. A simple explanation is that some leaves, including the whole of section X, have been lost from the MS since it was made. However, the jump in the narrative as it now stands is not so drastic as to cause an audience any perplexity: it is immediately clear on p.23 that the ‘adversary of God’ has come forward in response to the promise made by Satan in the opening of section IX on p.22. In fact, Satan’s promise makes an apt thematic preface to the action which immediately follows it in the present text. Upon this evidence, then, it could as well be argued that the compiler of the MS himself deliberately shortened the original narrative, perhaps in the very process of copying it into his own MS, and that nothing has been inadvertently lost beyond a few words.
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442       Then an adversary of God eager in his accoutrements got himself ready: he had an evil sense of purpose. He set on his head a concealing helm and fastened it very tightly and secured it with clasps. He had in him knowledge of plenty of speeches of perverse words. From there he wound his way upwards and passed through the gates of hell – he had a strong sense of purpose – and hovered aloft, malevolent-minded. He beat down the fire on both sides with his fiend’s strength: he meant surreptitiously to seduce, to lead astray and to pervert with wicked deeds the followers of the Lord, men, so that they would become repugnant to God.


453       He journeyed on then with his fiend’s strength until in the kingdom of earth he came upon the perfected Adam, God’s wisely created handiwork, and his wife also, a most beautiful woman, so that they could accomplish much good whom mankind’s ordaining Lord himself had appointed as his subordinates.


460       And near them stood two trees which were laden with a crop and covered with fruit according as God the Ruler, the high King of heaven, had planted them with his hands in order that thereby the children of men, each person, might choose between good and evil, well-being and woe. Their fruit was not alike. The one was so pleasant, beautiful and radiant, graceful and admirable – that was the tree of life. He would be allowed thereafter to live on and to exist in the world in eternity who ate of that fruit, so that age did not harm him after that nor severe sickness, but he would be allowed from then on always to live among pleasures and to have his existence and the heaven-King’s favour here in the world and to have as his pledge assured honours in that high heaven when he should journey there. Then there was the other, entirely black, obscure and dark – that was the tree of death which brought forth much bitterness. Each man soever that tasted of what grew on that tree must needs become aware of the two things, the divergent ways of good and of evil in this world, and thereafter he would have to live by his sweat and in sorrows, forever under punishment. Old age must needs rob him of valorous deeds, of pleasures and of authority, and death be decreed him. For a little while he would enjoy his life and then go to the darkest of realms, into the fire, and would have to minister to fiends there where there will exist for an infinite duration the greatest of all perils for men. That the malignant creature, the devil’s secret messenger who was contending against God, well knew.


491       He turned himself then into the form of a snake and then wound himself about the tree of death with the cunning of a devil; there he plucked a fruit and went thence back again to where he perceived the heaven-King’s handiwork. Then in his first utterance the malignant creature began to question him with lies:


496       ‘Do you long for anything, Adam, from God above? I have journeyed here from far away on his business; it was not long since that I sat by his very self. He then commanded me to go on this mission. He commanded that you should eat of this fruit and he declared that your strength and skill and your mind would grow greater, and your body much more beautiful, your limbs more handsome, and he declared that to you there would prove no want of any wealth in the world. You have now done the will of the heaven-King and your loyal duty to him and served your Master to his satisfaction and you have made yourself precious to the Lord. I heard him in his splendour praise your deeds and your words and speak about your way of life. Accordingly, you are to carry out what his messengers bring word of here into this country. Broad are the green regions in the world and God, the Ruler of all, sits above in the most exalted realm of the heavens. The Lord of men is unwilling himself to have the hardships of travelling on this mission; rather he sends his subordinate to speak with you. Now he has commanded me to teach you by messages cunning skills. Carry out his bidding confidently. Take this fruit into your hand, bite it and taste it. Within your breast you will become untrammelled and your outward form will become the more beautiful. God the Ruler, your Lord, has sent you this help from the heaven-kingdom.’


522       Adam, the self-determined man, standing there on the earth, spoke out:


523       ‘When I heard the triumphant Lord, mighty God, speak with stern voice, and when he commanded me to establish myself here and to keep his behests and gave me this wife, this lovely woman, and commanded me take heed that I should not be brought to ruin or utterly betrayed over that tree of death, he declared that he would have to inhabit black hell who of his own volition did anything evil. I do not know whether you come with lies from a hidden motive or whether you are the messenger of the Lord from heaven. You see, I cannot make any sense of your suggestions, of your words and reasons, your mission and declarations. I do know what he, our Saviour, himself enjoined upon me when I saw him last: he commanded me to honour and keep well his word and carry out his precepts. You are not like any of his angels whom I saw before, nor have you shown me any token that my Master has sent to me out of his favour and out of his grace. Therefore I cannot obey you, and you may go your way. I have a firm trust above in the almighty God who fashioned me here with his arms and with his hands. He is capable of endowing me with every advantage from his high kingdom, even if he did not send his subordinate.’
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547       He turned himself, the malevolent creature, to where in earth’s domain he saw the woman Eve standing, beautifully formed; and he declared to her that it would prove the greatest harm in the world to all their children thereafter:


551       ‘I am certain that the Lord God will be incensed against the two of you when I return from this journey along the lengthy road if I personally tell him this message, that you two do not properly act upon whatever message he sends here from the east on this occasion. Now he himself will have to make the journey, according to your answer. His spokesman is not allowed to speak his business, therefore I am certain that in his heart he, the mighty God, is going to be incensed against you. But if you, a compliant woman, will listen to my words then you will be able to think circumspectly about a remedy for it. Consider in your heart that you can fend off punishment from the pair of you, as I shall show you.


564       ‘Eat of this fruit. Then your eyes will become so clear that you will afterwards be able to see as widely as beyond the whole world and the throne of your Master himself, and henceforth to enjoy his favour. You will be able moreover to manipulate Adam if you command his desire and he trusts in your words. If you tell him truly what an exemplary precept you yourself hold in your bosom, because you have carried out God’s bidding and counsel, he will abandon in his heart this distasteful antagonism and his ill response, if we two both talk to him with effect. Coax him carefully so that he carries out your counsel, lest you should both be forced to prove abhorrent to God your Ruler.


578       ‘If you achieve that design, most excellent lady, I will conceal from your Master that Adam spoke so much insult and so many contemptible words to me. He accuses me of lies and says that I am a messenger intent upon malicious and hostile things, and not an angel of God. But I know the whole race of angels and the lofty roofs of the heavens so well, so long has been the time I have eagerly served God, my Master, the Lord himself, with loyal resolution. I am not like a devil.’


588       So he led her on with lies and by cunning coaxed on the woman in that mischief until the snake’s thinking began to seethe up inside her – the ordaining Lord had defined for her a frailer resolution – so that she began to let her mind go along with those counsels. Therefore she received from the abhorrent foe, against the word of the Lord, the tree of death’s injurious fruit. A deed more evil was not defined for men. It is a great wonder that eternal God, the Prince, would ever tolerate it that so many a servant should be led astray by lies as happened because of those counsels.


599       She ate of the fruit then and violated the word and the will of the Ruler of all. Then through the gift of the abhorrent foe who betrayed her with lies and subtly defrauded her, which came to her because of his doings, she was enabled to see far afield so that heaven and earth seemed brighter to her and all this world more beautiful and God’s work great and mighty – although she did not view it by means of a human perception, but the destroyer who had lent her the vision assiduously deluded her in her spirit so that she could gaze so widely over the heavenly domain.


609       Then the apostate spoke out of his malevolence; he did not teach her anything at all of profit:


611       ‘Now you can see for yourself, so I do not need to tell you it, virtuous Eve, that appearances and forms are different since you trusted in my words and carried out my counsels. Now light shines out before you and gracious radiance towards you which I have brought from God, gleaming from out of the heavens. Now you can lay hold on it. Tell Adam what powers of vision you possess through my coming. If even now he carries out my counsels in modest manner, then I shall give him abundance of this light with which, so virtuous, I have adorned you. I shall not reproach him for those blasphemies, even though he is not worthy of being excused for he expressed much that was abhorrent to me.’


623       So must her children live in their turn: when they do something abhorrent they must achieve an amicable settlement, make good the blaspheming of their Master and enjoy his favour from then on.


626       To Adam then she went, the most lovely of women, the most beautiful of wives that might come into the world, because she was the work of the hand of the heaven-King, even though she had then been subtly corrupted and led astray by lies so that they were to prove abhorrent to God through the enemy’s scheming and were to lose the esteem and favour of their Master through the devil’s devices and to forfeit the kingdom of heaven for many a season. Misery replete will befall the man who does not keep on his guard while he enjoys self-determination.


636       One unblessed apple she carried in her hand, one lay at her heart, the fruit of the tree of death which the Lord of lords had previously forbidden her; and the Prince of glory had uttered this pronouncement, that men, his servants, lay under no necessity of suffering that great death, but he, the holy Lord, granted to each one of his people the kingdom of heaven and copious wealth if they would let be that one fruit which the abhorrent tree bore on its boughs, filled with bitterness: it was death’s tree which the Lord forbade them. Her, then, and the mentality of Eve, the frail mind of woman, he seduced who was hostile to God and in hatred of the heaven-King, so that she believed in his words, carried out his counsels, and accepted in trust that he had brought those precepts from God which he so carefully communicated to her in his words and showed her a sign and gave assurance of his good faith and honest intent. Then she spoke to her master:


655       ‘Adam, my lord, this fruit is so sweet and delectable in my breast, and this handsome messenger is God’s good angel: I see by his apparel that he is the envoy of our Master, the King of heaven. His favour is better for us to win than his enmity. If you spoke anything hurtful to him today he will nevertheless forgive it, if we two are willing to pay him deference. What will it avail you, such detestable quarrelling with your Master’s messenger? We need his favour. He can intercede for us with the Ruler of all, the King of heaven. I can see from here where he himself is sitting – it is to the south-east – surrounded with wealth, who shaped the world. I see his angels moving about him on their wings, the hugest of all throngs, of multitudes the most joyous. Who could give me such discernment if God, the Ruler of heaven, had not sent it directly to me? I can hear amply and see so widely into all the world and beyond this spacious creation, I can hear the ethereal merriment in the heavens. My mind has become enlightened within and without since I ate the fruit. I have some of it here in my hands now, virtuous master. I give it to you gladly. I believe that it has come from God, brought by his command – so this messenger has told me with truthful words. It is like nothing else on earth except that, as this envoy says, it has come directly from God.’
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684       She talked to him repeatedly and coaxed him the whole day towards the dismal act, that they should violate their Lord’s will. The malignant messenger stayed; he foisted desires upon them, enticed them with cunning and audaciously dogged them. The fiend remained very close, who had travelled on the audacious journey along the lengthy road: he meant to make man fall into that great and mortal sin, to misguide people and lead them astray so that they should forgo God’s benefaction, the Almighty’s gift, possession of the kingdom of heaven. Indeed, the hellish mischief-maker well knew that they must be subject to God’s wrath and imprisonment in hell and of necessity undergo that forcible oppression once they had broken God’s command, when with lying words he misguided the lovely woman, the most beautiful of wives, into that indiscretion, so that she spoke under his will and became as an instrument to him in misguiding God’s handiwork.


704       She talked quite often to Adam, then, this most lovely of women, until the man’s mind was changed, so that he put his trust in the promise which the woman expressed to him in her words. Yet she did it out of loyal intent. She did not know that there were to follow so many hurts and terrible torments for humankind because she took to heart what she heard in the counsellings of that abhorrent messenger; but rather she thought that she was gaining the favour of the heavenly King with those words which she presented to the man as a sign, and gave assurance of her good faith until within his breast Adam’s determination wavered and his heart began to incline towards her desire. From the woman he accepted hell and departure hence, though it was not so called, but had the name of fruit. Yet it was the sleep of death and the yoke of the devil, hell and death, and the perdition of men, the murder of mankind, that unholy fruit which they took as their food.


723       As it entered within him and touched him at the heart, then the cruel-minded messenger laughed and skipped and declared thanks to his master for the two things:


726       ‘Now I have deserved your certain favour towards me and fulfilled your desire for very many a day. The human beings, Adam and Eve, are led astray. The Ruler’s disfavour towards them is certain now that they have forsaken his spoken word and his counsel. No longer therefore will they be allowed to inhabit the heavenly kingdom but they will have to go on the dark journey to hell. So you need not endure the misery of it in your bosom, where you lie enchained, nor grieve in your mind that here men are occupying the high heaven yet we are presently suffering pains and misery and a land of darkness and many, through your great pride, have forfeited lofty edifices and pleasant courts in the heavenly kingdom. God grew angry with us because in heaven we were not willing to bow our heads to him, the holy Lord, in subordination; but it was not acceptable to us that we should minister to him in vassalage. The Ruler therefore grew furious in mind with us, cruel of purpose, and drove us into hell, toppled the hugest of throngs into the fire and with his hands restored again the celestial thrones in the kingdom of heaven and granted that realm to mankind.


750       ‘Your heart can be happy in your bosom, for both things are here accomplished: both that the sons of men, humanity, must forfeit the kingdom of heaven and pass scorching into the flame, to you; and also an injury, a heartfelt grief, is done to God. Whatever torment we suffer here it is now all recompensed in Adam, with his Master’s hatred and with the perdition of men and, in human beings, with the pain of mortality. My mind is therefore healed, the broodings about my heart are voided; all our injuries are avenged in respect of the odium that we have long endured. I will go back now towards the fire and there I will seek out Satan – he is shackled in black hell with a yoke of chains.’


762       The most cruel of messengers once more departed downwards. He meant to make his way to the broad flames, those canopies of hell, where his master lay bound in chains.


765       The couple, Adam and Eve, were both suffering remorse, and between them anxious words often passed. They dreaded the punishment of God their Master and greatly feared the hostility of the King of heaven. They realized themselves that his word had been transgressed. The woman grieved and lamented, repentant at heart – she had forfeited the favour and counsel of God – when she saw slip elsewhere away that radiance which he who had prompted them into that calamity, so that they were to receive the affliction of hell and countless humiliations, had by false means shown her as a sign. Therefore heartfelt sorrows smouldered in their breasts.


777       At intervals the wedded pair fell to praying together and addressed the virtuous Lord of victories and called on God, Ruler of heaven, and begged him that they might receive and willingly undergo the penalty for it, since they had broken God’s command. They saw their bodies were naked. As yet they did not have fixed dwelling-places in the land and they did not know anything of the misery of toil, but they could have lived well in that land if they had been willing always to follow God’s advice. They spoke many sorrowing words together then, the two consorts.


790       Adam spoke up and said to Eve:


791       ‘See, Eve; you, by your wickedness, have sealed the destiny of our two selves. Do you now see that dark hell, greedy and voracious? Now you can hear it raging from here. The kingdom of heaven is not like that fire; rather, it is the best of realms, which by the grace of our Master we two could have had if you had not listened to him who prompted us into this offence, that we broke the command of the Ruler, the King of heaven.


799       ‘Now we have cause to grieve, remorseful, over this destiny, for he himself enjoined us that we should be on our guard against pain, the greatest of afflictions. Now hunger and thirst gnaw me cruelly in my breast, for both of which we were once without a care through all time. How shall we now survive or exist in this land if wind comes here from west or east, south or north? Dark cloud will loom up, a hailstorm will come pelting from the sky and frost will set in along with it, which will be wickedly cold; at times the bright sun will glare and gleam down hotly from the heavens and we stand here naked, unprotected by clothing. There is nothing in front of us as a defence against the storm nor any provision made for food, but mighty God the Ruler is in angry mood towards us. What must become of us now? Now I have cause to regret that I prayed the God of heaven, the virtuous Ruler, that he should fashion you here for me, out of my limbs, now you have led me astray into my Master’s hatred. So now I have cause to regret for ever to eternity that I looked upon you with my eyes.’
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821       Then Eve replied, the most lovely of women, most beautiful of wives, for she was God’s creation even though she had by then been brought to ruin under the devil’s cunning:


824       ‘You have cause, Adam, my friend and lord, to reproach me for this with your words; and yet it cannot grieve you worse in your mind than it does me in my heart.’


827       Adam then answered her:


828       ‘If I knew the Lord’s pleasure, what I was to receive from him as punishment, even though the God of heaven should command me from now on to journey away upon the sea and travel the main, however horribly deep it were, however vast the ocean, you would never the sooner see that my heart ever questioned it; rather, I would go to the bottom of the sea if I could achieve God’s pleasure. Not for me will there be the joy of rendering any service in the world now that I have forfeited the favour of my Prince, so that I may not enjoy it. But by no means can we remain, both of us together, thus naked. Let us go into this forest, into the shelter of this wood.’


840       They turned away, the two of them, and walked sorrowing into the green forest and sat apart to await the provisions of the King of heaven himself, since they could not keep those things which almighty God had previously given them. They then covered their bodies with leaves and dressed themselves with greenery, since they did not have clothes. But they prostrated themselves in prayer, the two of them together, each morning and prayed the mighty God that he, God almighty, should not forget them and that the virtuous Ruler should show them how they were to survive henceforth in that existence.


852       Then the Lord almighty, the glorious Prince, came after the midst of the day to walk in Paradise for his pleasure. Our Redeemer, the merciful Father, wanted to find out what his children were doing: he knew that they were ruined, to whom he had previously given form. Then they went hurrying away under cover of the trees, wretched at heart, stripped of their dignity. They hid themselves in the gloom when they heard the holy voice of the Lord and they were afraid of him. Then at once the Lord of heaven summoned the keeper of the world’s creatures; the powerful Prince commanded his son to come instantly to him. Then the man himself, abject, being in need of apparel, answered him and said:


867       ‘I am hiding myself here, lacking clothes, my Lord, and covering myself with leaves. My conscience, full of guilt, disturbed, is cruelly oppressive upon my spirit. I dare not come out before your presence. I am completely naked.’
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872       Then God quickly answered him:


873       ‘Tell me, my son, why do you seek obscurity, feeling ashamed? You took from me no sense of shame at first, rather wholly that of joy. Why are you aware of misery and why do you clothe your shame and experience grief and yourself cover up your body with leaves and, abject and wretched in mind, voice the worldly worry that you lack apparel – unless you have eaten an apple from that tree which I forbade you by my words?’


882       Then Adam answered him back:


883       ‘The woman, the beautiful female, gave the fruit into my hand, my Lord, which, in your despite, I took. Now I carry the clear mark of it upon myself. I am the more aware of miseries.’


887       Then the almighty God questioned Eve about it:


888       ‘What have you profited, daughter, from the ample splendours and the new-created things of Paradise and its abounding endowments, since you have covetously grasped at the tree, plucked fruit from the tree’s branches and eaten that bane in my despite and given to Adam those fruits which were strictly forbidden you by my orders?’


895       Then the beautiful female, the woman, answered him abashed:


897       ‘The snake tricked me, the glittering serpent with his fair words, and urged me eagerly to that ill-conceived act and to that sin of greed, until I wickedly committed that hasty act of hostility and perpetrated a deed of enmity and robbed the tree in the forest then, which it was not right to do, and ate the fruit.’


903       Then our Saviour, the almighty Lord, decreed for the snake, the guilty serpent, far-flung wanderings, and these words he spoke:


906       ‘You shall for ever tread, weary in your heart, the bosom of the wide earth and fare footless while life and spirit remain within you. You shall eat dust for the days of your life. Because you evilly instigated discord, the woman shall persecute you and hate you here below the heavens and will tread down your guilty head with her feet. You shall lie in wait of her heels in ever-renewed hostility. There shall be mutual enmity between your offspring and hers as long as ever the world beneath the skies remains. Now, abhorrent enemy of men, you know and understand how you are to live.’





XVI




918       Then to Eve God angrily spoke:


919       ‘Set yourself aside from happiness: you are to be in the power of the male, strictly constrained by your awe of the man, and to suffer, abject, the error of your actions and to experience death and in sorrow and lamentation to bring forth with great pain sons and daughters into the world.’


925       To Adam also the eternal Lord, the radiant Lord of life, announced unwelcome tidings:


927       ‘You are to seek out another homeland, a dwelling-place devoid of happiness, and wander in exile, a naked and needy destitute deprived of the privileges of Paradise; divorce of body and soul is ordained for you. See; you have detestably perpetrated a crime: therefore you shall struggle and provide for your own sustenance upon earth, wear a sweating countenance and eat your own bread as long as you live here, until the disagreeable disease which you yourself once swallowed in the apple grips you hard at the heart – and consequently you shall die.’


939       Listen; now we shall hear where bitter tribulations and the misery of the world were born to us.


941       Heaven’s Keeper, our Creator, dressed them with clothes; the Lord commanded them cover their shame with rudimentary apparel and commanded them to depart from Paradise into a more straitened existence. Behind them at the Lord’s behest a holy angel with a fiery sword closed the hope-filled home of joys and pleasures, No mortal, wicked and guilty of sin, can pass by there, but the keeper has power and strength who guards for the Lord that glorious existence, precious in its privileges.


952       But the almighty Father did not intend at the first to take away all favours from Adam and Eve, even though they had defected from him, but instead, for their consolation, he allowed to continue in being the dome of the sky adorned with holy stars, and granted to them the spacious bounty of earth. He commanded each of the teeming species of sea and of land to yield their fruits for the couple’s worldly use.


961       Following their sin, then, they settled in a land fraught with cares, a country and a homeland less abounding with every advantage than was that original seat from which they had been driven in consequence of their deed.


965       Then at God’s behest they started to beget children, as the ordaining Lord had bidden them. Of Adam and Eve were born the first children, two handsome sons, Cain and Abel. Books inform us how those toilers, amicable brothers, augmented their resources, their well-being and their sustenance. The one zealously provided for himself from the earth: he was the firstborn. The other looked after the livestock in support of his father, until a considerable part of their tally of days was past. Then both of them brought gifts to the Lord. The Ruler of angels, King of all beings, looked with his eyes upon Abel’s sacrifice; but Cain’s offering he would not view. To the man this was at heart a grievous insult. Indignation surged up in the man’s bosom, a livid fury, anger out of envy. Then he did a rash thing with his hands: he killed his kinsman, his brother, and he shed his blood, Cain that of Abel. This earth soaked up the spillage of murder, the blood of man.


987       Evil was exalted, a brood of troubles, in consequence of that murderous stroke. From that seedling subsequently grew – the longer the more vigorously – malignant and violent fruit. The tendrils of that crime reached far and wide throughout the communities of man; its injurious branches lashed the children of men hard and painfully – they still do so – and from them the ample fruits of every kind of atrocity began to burgeon. Not without reason we may lament that history, that deadly grim event, with weeping; for the lovely woman severely harmed us by the first sin which men, the inhabitants of earth, ever committed against the ordaining Lord, after Adam was animated by the breath of God’s mouth.
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1002       Then the Lord of heaven asked Cain in converse where in the earth Abel might be. Quickly thereupon the worthless deviser of murder then answered him:


1006       ‘I do not know the coming and going and the roaming of my kinsman Abel, nor was I my brother’s keeper.’


1008       Then the King of angels, the Spirit abounding in virtue, again addressed him:


1010       ‘Behold; you with your incensed hands have buried in his mortal resting-place a man steadfast in faith, your brother, and his blood calls out and cries to me. For this murder you shall receive punishment and wander in exile, accursed into eternity. The earth will not yield you her fair fruits for your worldly use, for she has soaked up the holy blood of violence from your hands; therefore the green ground will withhold from you its benefits and beauty. Miserable, deprived of grace, you shall depart out of your native land because you became Abel’s killer: for that you shall roam far-flung paths, a fugitive, abhorrent to your kinsmen.’


1022       Then Cain replied to him at once:


1023       ‘I need expect no grace in the world, but I have forfeited your favour, exalted King of the heavens, your love and protection; therefore I must bend my footsteps abroad, in expectation of trouble when someone meets me, the criminal, who, far or near, may remind me of this violence, of this brother-murder. I shed his blood, his gore upon the earth. For this you banish me today from community and expel me from my native land. Some incensed person will become my killer. Being accursed, Lord, I shall pass out of your sight.’


1036       Then the Lord of victories himself answered him:


1037       ‘You need not as yet fear the terror of death and extinction, although you must go a marked man far from your kinsmen. If any person robs you of life with his hands, a sevenfold vengeance shall come upon him for that sin and punishment following that deed.’


1043       The Ruler, the glorious Ordainer and Lord, set a mark upon him, a sign of immunity, lest some enemy far or near should dare to touch him with hostile violence. Then he ordered the criminal to depart from his mother, his kinsmen and his family.


1049       Cain, then, went wandering away, morbid of mood, out of God’s sight, a friendless exile, and afterwards chose for himself a settling-place in lands to the east, a home far from the dwellings of his father, where a noble woman, a lady, according to kind bore him children. The first was called Enoch, the firstborn child of Cain. Later, together with those members of the family, they built a stronghold, a city – this was the first beneath the skies of all the walled strongholds that sword-bearing princes have ordered to be founded.





The poet, following a tradition which takes considerable liberties with scriptural narrative, is now set upon polarizing the kin of Cain and the kin of Seth (Abel’s replacement). By distinguishing two name-forms, Lameh and Lamech, he rationalizes the inconsistency of the biblical genealogies (which assign the single figure of Lamech to the lineage of both Cain and Seth) and makes Lameh not merely the murderer he is in the Scriptures, but the slayer of his own near kinsman, Cain. Lameh, then, compounds Cain’s crime, violating the earth, as Cain did, by spilling upon it human blood; while Lamech, born of the lineage of Seth, is represented as a good ruler of his people and becomes the father of the righteous man, Noah. (Lines 1061–1245.)


XX




1245       As yet the family of Seth, the cherished lord of his people, remained very much within the Lord’s love, dear to him and blessed with good repute – until the children of God began to seek brides among the kin of Cain, that accursed race, in defiance of God’s consent, and there the sons of men chose themselves wives, beautiful and fair women, from among those guilt-ridden people.


1253       Then the Ruler of the skies spoke, angry with humankind, and said these words:


1255       ‘The tribe of Cain have not gone from my mind free men, for that family has sorely enraged me. Now the children of Seth renew the anger in me and are taking to themselves women as their mates from among my foes; there the beauty of females, the appearance of the women, and the eternal fiend have malevolently insinuated themselves into the nation of men who were previously in concord.’


1263       After one hundred and twenty years in the world, told by tally, acts of vengeance afflicted the doomed people when the Lord willed to impose a punishment upon the renegades and to strike down in death those guilty in their actions, the giant sons displeasing to God, the huge wicked wreckers, abhorrent to the Lord.


1270       Then the Wielder of victories saw for himself what human wickedness there was in the earth, and that they were shameless in their sins and full of evil. He resolved hideously to avenge this upon the nations of men and grimly and painfully to overwhelm humanity with his harsh powers. He very much repented that he, the Paragon of princes, had stirred to life the firstborn of the nations when he created Adam; and he declared that because of men’s sins he would destroy everything that was upon the earth and exterminate every body which enfolded in its bosom the spirit of life. All this the Lord intended to kill in that imminent hour which was approaching the children of men.


1285       Noah was a virtuous man, loved by the Saviour and much blessed, the son of Lamech and a righteous man and meek. The Lord was aware that this noble man’s fortitude would hold good in the thoughts of his heart. Therefore the holy King and protecting Lord of all beings told him in his own voice what he, being hostile to men, meant to do. He saw the earth full of wrong, its broad plains burdened with sins and polluted by abominations. The Ruler spoke then, our Saviour, and said to Noah:


1296       ‘I mean to destroy with a flood the folk and each of the species of living beings that air and water bring forth and nurture, beasts and birds. You shall have sanctuary together with your sons when murky waters and dark deadly torrents engulf the multitudes, the guilt-ridden wreckers. Start building yourself a ship, a great sea-going vessel. In it you are to clear resting-places and proper living-quarters for the many offspring of the earth, each after its own kind. Make a deck amidships. Build the vessel fifty ell-measures wide, thirty high and three hundred long and build the joints strong against the waves. There into that wooden fortress the progeny of every species alive, the issue of earth’s offspring, must be led: to this end the ark must be the bigger.’


1314       Noah did as the Saviour commanded him; he obeyed the holy heaven-King and began to build the vessel, a great seagoing ark. He told his family that a calamitous thing was about to befall the people, a dire punishment. To this they gave no heed. Then after many years the ordaining Lord, true to his pledge, saw the most enormous ocean-going home towering in readiness, Noah’s vessel, secured within and without against the tide by the finest mortar of earth. It is a special kind: it gets ever the harder as the rough waters, the murky sea-currents, buffet it the more severely.
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1327       Then our Saviour said to Noah:


1328       ‘Most beloved of men, I give you my pledge upon this, that you and the progeny of the beasts that you must transport will make your way across the deep water for many days in the bosom of your craft. Lead inside the ark, as I have commanded you, your children, those three patriarchs, and your four wives. And take into this floating tabernacle seven, tallied by number, of each of those species which are food for humans and two of each of the others. You are also to take into the vessel provisions of all the fruits of the earth for the numbers which are to survive with you the flood. Freely feed the progeny of living creatures until I am willing once more to furnish sustenance here below the skies for the survivors from these seafarings.


1345       ‘Now, set about getting aboard the vessel, together with the sorts and the throng of living things. I know you to be a good man, steadfast of purpose; you are worthy of being saved together with your children, and of favours.


1351       ‘For forty days I will wreak vengeance upon men and by means of a deluge destroy all chattels and their owners that are outside the bulwarks of the ark, when the dark cloud-rack begins to amass.’


1356       Then Noah went, as the Saviour commanded him, aboard the ark, leading his children, the menfolk, into the buoyant timber ship, and their wives together with them; and everything that the Lord almighty wished to have by way of progeny passed under its roof to their provider, just as the Almighty, the Lord of the multitudes, enjoined him by his word. The Keeper of the kingdom of heaven, the Lord presiding over victories, locked the ocean vessel’s entrance behind them with his own hands, and he, our Saviour, blessed the ark within with his personal bounties.


1367       Noah, son of Lamech, was six hundred years old when with his sons he climbed aboard, a sage amidst the young, amidst his cherished people, at God’s behest. The Lord sent rain from the skies and also caused the capacious well-springs in the world to surge from their every course, and dark cataracts to roar. The seas mounted up above the bastions of the shore. Strong he was and severe who wielded the waters; he engulfed and enveloped the children of the earth’s iniquity and the hereditary land of humans with a sombre flood. The ordaining Lord laid waste their dwellings and wreaked purposeful enmity upon men. Inundation clutched violently at the doomed population for forty days and as many nights besides. Severe and deadly fierce was the attack upon mortals; the King of glory’s waves flushed the lives of the impious from out of their fleshly carcasses. The flood, tempestuous beneath the heavens, engulfed all the lofty mountains across the spacious earth and the ark lifted afloat from the ground and that family with it which the Lord himself, our Maker, blessed when he closed up the ship.


1392       Then wide across the ambit of the ocean that most excellent shelter rode under the skies and voyaged with its cargo. The water’s terror was not permitted violently to touch the seafaring vessel, but holy God piloted and saved them. Fifteen ells deep above the mountains stood the inundating flood: it is a remarkable fact. Finally there was no one for it to destroy nor was there lamentation raised up in the lofty air when the ravaging flood had killed all the offspring of the earth – excepting that the Lord of the heavens preserved the ship of the ark – when the holy and everlasting God, the stern-hearted King, caused the obedient flood to amass in cataracts.
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1407       Then God, the Lord presiding over victories, kept in mind the seafaring son of Lamech and all that stock which he, the Lord of light and life, had locked away against the water in the bosom of the ship. Then the Lord of hosts led his champion by his word across the wide land. The compliant flood began to subside again. The inundation ebbed away, dark beneath the sky. The true ordaining Lord had turned back the sea and its gleaming flux for his children, and stilled the rain.


1417       One hundred and fifty days the foamy ship was voyaging beneath the skies from when the flood first lifted up that most excellent vessel, the ship of rivetted timber, until the full tally of the terrible span of days passed by. Then Noah’s ark, greatest of ocean-going abodes, settled with its cargo high on the mountains which are called Armenia. There the saintly man, Lamech’s son, for a long while awaited authentic orders, as to when the Guardian Lord of life, the Lord almighty, would grant him rest from his perilous journeyings which he had protractedly endured when the sombre waves had carried him abroad, afloat across the wide earth.


1431       The ocean went on receding. The hero, the seafarers and their wives likewise yearned for when they might step from out of their cramped state across the rivetted ship’s side and across the water’s edge and bring their chattels out from confinement. Then the ship’s pilot tested whether as yet the flood was sinking, there below the skies. So a number of days after the lofty slopes had received that precious cargo and also the families of the offspring of earth, Lamech’s son let a black raven fly from out of the house across the deep flood. Noah reckoned that if he did not find land on that journey he would in duty return to him on the ship across the wide water. His hope subsequently played him false, for he perched exulting upon a floating corpse; the dun-feathered bird was unwilling to return.


1449       Then seven days later he let fly from the ark after the black raven a grey dove to test whether the deep foamy sea had as yet yielded up any portion of green earth. She sought with a will widely about her and flew far afield. She found no resting-place however, because she could not touch the ground with her feet for the flood, nor land in the leaves of a tree for the eddying currents; rather, the steep slopes were covered by the waters. In the evening the wild bird went seeking the ark across the sombre sea, descending weary and hungry into the hands of the saintly man.


1464       Then after a week the wild dove was again dispatched from the ark. She flew abroad until, dazed by the spaciousness, she found a pleasant resting-place and then landed with her feet upon a tree; blithe of mood she enjoyed being able to sit, extremely weary, in the beautiful boughs of a tree. She shook her feathers and went flying back with her presents: the traveller brought a twig from an olive-tree, a green sprig, to his hands. Then the lord of the mariners quickly realized that comfort was come, relief from their toilsome journeyings.


1476       Once more the blessed man, after the third week, dispatched a wild dove. She did not come flying back to the ship, but she found land and green woods. Never again would she gladly present herself aboard the black-painted ship, in the plank-built refuge, now there was no necessity upon her.
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1483       Then our Saviour, the Keeper of the heavenly kingdom, spoke to Noah with holy voice:


1485       ‘For you a patrimony is once more extended, peace ashore and a pleasant resting-place on land from your sea-journeyings. Go in safekeeping from out of the ark, and into the lap of earth from out of that lofty abode lead the kinds and all the progeny which I mercifully saved in the throes of the waves when the ocean in its power held the third homeland engulfed.’


1493       Thus he did and obeyed the Lord; he went ashore as the voice enjoined him with great pleasure, and then he led out of the ship the survivors of the angry waves. Then Noah, unwavering in good sense, set about preparing a sacrifice to the Saviour, and, prudent man, quickly took a portion from among all his chattels, those which the Lord had given him to his profit, as the offering; and then, noble-minded man, he dedicated the sacrifice to God himself, King of the angels.


1503       Truly our Saviour made it clear when he blessed Noah and his children together, that he had given that offering willingly and that by good works in his youth he had already deserved it that almighty God, just in his gifts, was liberal of all favours towards him. Once more the Lord, the Prince of glory, spoke words to Noah:


1512       ‘Be fruitful now and increase and enjoy your glory and security with gladness; fill the earth and multiply all things. Into your authority is given the patrimony and the contents of the ocean and the birds of heaven and the wild beasts and the earth all verdant and its teeming wealth.


1518       ‘Never disgracefully eat the meat at your table together with the blood polluted with sin by the life-blood. Everyone will be robbing himself in advance of the benefits of the spirit, who extinguishes the life of another with the spear’s point. He will have no cause to rejoice in the retribution, but I shall much more sternly seek the requital of a human life from the slayer and the brother-murderer, if the letting of blood and the killing of a man by weapons and murder with the hands prove to prosper. Man was first moulded in the image of God. Everyone shall have the kindred likeness of the Lord and of the angels, who is willing to hold to holy virtues.


1532       ‘Thrive and flourish; enjoy your desires and favours on earth; fill the expanses of the land with your noble issue, your descendants and offspring. I give you my pledge to this, that never again shall I bring a deluge upon the world and water over the broad earth. Of this you will often and again be able to see a token in the clouds when I show forth my rainbow: that I shall keep this promise with men while the world remains.’





The poem continues to line 2936, broadly following the narrative of the Bible, in which the principal figure of interest is the righteous patriarch Abraham. Notable is the poet’s freely amplified and stirring account of the battles (Genesis 14) between the four kings and the five and between Abraham and the captors of Lot in which he skilfully draws upon the formulas, the terminology and the images of conventional Germanic battle-poetry (lines 1982–2005 and 2039–95). There is much effective dialogue freely developed from the scriptural narrative, such as that between Abraham and the king of Sodom and between Abraham and God (lines 2120–215); and the destruction of Sodom and Gomorrah is told in lively fashion with much supplied descriptive detail and homiletic commentary (lines 2541–90). The poem ends, perhaps incompletely – but, if so, aptly – with Abraham sacrificing the ram which God had given in place of Isaac, and expressing gratitude to God, the Lord of benefactions, for his unceasing generosity to those who have stood firm in faith and truth, who have proved, in the extremity of the test, their righteousness. The Old Testament story of Abraham and Isaac was accepted as a foreshadowing of the Redemption. Thus the poem which opens with the rebellion of the angels and the fall of man closes with an anticipation of the salvation of mankind from the power of Satan.



Exodus



[Oxford, Bodleian Library, Junius 11, pp.143–71]


‘The Lord watches over the way of the righteous, but the way of the wicked is doomed’ (Ps.l:6). The story of the Israelites’ crossing of the Red Sea was already understood in the Hebrew Bible itself not merely as the narration of a historic event but as a ‘riddle of things past’ (Ps.78:2) to be expounded as a permanently abiding token of God’s patience and steadfastness in truth to the covenant. ‘They were not loyal to him in their hearts nor were they faithful to his covenant. Yet he wiped out their guilt and did not smother his own natural affection’ (Ps.78:37–8). In the New Testament, St Paul cites Moses, as leader of the exodus, among those – Abel, Enoch, Noah, Abraham and the many others – who made good their claim to ‘the righteousness which comes of faith’ (Hebrews 11:7); though he sees faith in the post-Messianic age as demanding more than simple observance of the old law and the covenant. ‘And what is faith? Faith gives substance to our hopes, and makes us certain of realities we do not see. It is for their faith that the men of old stand on record … By faith they crossed the Red Sea as though it were dry land, whereas the Egyptians, when they attempted the crossing, were drowned … And what of ourselves? With all these witnesses to faith around us like a cloud we must throw off every encumbrance, every sin to which we cling, and run with resolution the race for which we are entered, our eyes fixed on Jesus, on whom faith depends from start to finish’ (Hebrews 11:1, 2, 29 and 12:1–2). Elsewhere, Paul speaks of the events of the exodus as ‘symbols’. ‘… Our ancestors were all under the pillar of cloud, and all of them passed through the Red Sea; and so they all received baptism into the fellowship of Moses … they all drank from the supernatural rock that accompanied their travels – and that rock was Christ … These events happened as symbols to warn us …’ (I Corinthians 10:1–6). This is the range of significations of the exodus – treating history as veiled revelation full of intimations, mutually confirmative, of an ever-present divine plan – which is adopted and extended in the medieval tradition of scriptural exegesis. Thus the fiery pillar pointing a way through the inundating waters of the Red Sea, like the ark and the waters of Noah before it, is a deliberate foreshadowing and promise of man’s redemption by the Cross from perdition, and of that salvation which is available to the individual Christian through the waters of baptism, from the world, the flesh, the devil and the doom of the unrighteous.


The poet of Exo himself speaks of the ‘keys of the spirit’ by which a willing soul may unlock the mystery of the Lord’s authentic words given through Moses (523–30) – a plain injunction to read the Scriptures as allegory, and very likely an invitation to treat his own poetic narrative to the same kind of exegesis. Doubtless, the digression (362–446) to the voyage of Noah’s family across the Flood and to Abraham’s obviated sacrifice of Isaac upon Mount Zion (Jerusalem) is intended to serve an exegetical purpose precisely within the scope of Paul’s interpretation of the record of ‘the men of old’. How much further the poet goes in this allegorical-typological method is a matter of scholarly dispute. It was, for example, a commonplace of exegesis that the rod of Moses prefigured the Cross; such may appear to be the poet’s implication here, where his choice of terminology, as in his references to the pillar of fire, seems deliberately ambivalent so as to provoke a parallel consciousness of the Cross as consummation of these portents and promises. Even if the poem is not the tissue of multi-layered meanings and technical masterstrokes which its most enthusiastic expositors depict, it is without doubt a work of major intellectual stature matched with a high order of poetic skill – attested particularly in the versatility of the poet’s rhetoric, his imaginative use of metaphor and the dramatic force of his narrative of the destruction of the Egyptians.


The references to Noah and Abraham link Exo by subject-matter as well as by theme with the preceding poem in the manuscript, Gen. No educated Anglo-Saxon (not necessarily literate but, for the later period at least, merely well versed in such homilies as were regularly preached in the vernacular language) would have failed to perceive in this collocation of ‘men of old’ the figure of the righteous man fulfilled in perfection in Christ. Exo also shares with the other poems of Junius 11a link with the liturgy of Lent and Holy Week – in particular, with the liturgy of Holy Saturday.


A number of verbal correspondences of compound words and of phrases between Exo and Bwf has prompted debate over the relative dating of the poems and over the likelier direction of any borrowing. However, oral formulaic theory must be allowed to challenge here, as in the case of And and Bwf, the very premises of a theory of literary indebtedness. It remains an open question whether such correspondences even indicate a common period of origin or only a common period of final reshaping of the poems involved.



XLII


Listen! far and near throughout the world we have heard worthies tell of the decrees of Moses and of exilic promises to the generations of mortals – of the reward of life in heaven for each of the blessed after the hazardous journey, and of everlasting profit for each living soul. Let him who will, give heed.




8       Him the Lord of the heavenly hosts, the King steadfast in truth, distinguished in the desert with his own authority, and the eternal Ruler of all put many miraculous powers at his disposal. He was loved by God, a shrewd and wise elder of his people, leader of the army and a bold commander. He curbed the nation of Pharaoh, God’s adversary, by chastisement with the rod, when the Lord of victories vouchsafed to him, their courageous mentor, the life of his compatriots, and to the sons of Abraham the habitation of a homeland. Divine was the retribution of his hand and loyal his Lord: he granted him supremacy of arms against the violence of raging foes, and by this means he vanquished in battle the sovereignty of many tribes, his enemies. That was the first time that the God of the heavenly hosts spoke words to him, when he told him many marvellous truths – how the wise Lord created this world, the earth’s ambit and the sky above, and established the victorious nation, and his own name which formerly the sons of men, the wise stock of the patriarchs, did not know, though they knew much.


30       Thereafter, he strengthened and distinguished with authentic powers this elder of the multitude, Pharaoh’s foe, in the exodus, when a most enormous number of people, of treasure-hoarders, was utterly tormented to death and destruction by momentous punishments. The lamentation was incessant; the pleasures of hall-life, plundered of wealth, languished. At midnight he fiercely struck down the wicked oppressors, the many firstborn sons, and brought the city-dwellers to submission. A slayer stalked abroad, an implacable public foe; the land reeked with the corpses of the dead – and the fellowship set forth. There was weeping abroad and little worldly delight; the hands of the deriders were stayed – and the people, the migrant nation, were allowed to start the resented journey. The demon was despoiled, and his hellish hordes – there heaven approached, and the idols toppled; it was a day renowned throughout the earth when that multitude set out – according as the Egyptian people, accursed of old, endured captivity for many seasons because they thought to prevent the compatriots of Moses, if the ordaining Lord had allowed them, in their longstanding desire for the cherished journey.


54       The army was filled with anticipation, and intrepid was the one who led their nation, a courageous mentor. With that folk he traversed many regions difficult of access, the land and habitation of hostile people, narrow defiles, an unfamiliar route, until they came bearing arms among warlike blacks – their lands were shrouded with a covering of cloud. Past wasteland abodes on mountain slopes and many obstacles Moses led the army.
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63       Then two days after they had escaped from their enemies the man of assured glory gave orders to encamp with the strident throng of the army and with the whole train, a most enormous force, about the city of Etham in the border regions of the desert. Dangers had forced them on northward routes; they knew that to the south of them was the land of the Ethiopians, burnt-up mountain heights and people brown from the scorching coals of the sun. There holy God shielded the folk against the intense blaze; he overspread the scorching heaven with a ceiling and the burning sky with a holy veil. A cloud with its broad expanses quite separated earth and sky; it guided the multitude of the people and smothered the flaming fire, scorchingly bright in the heaven. The people looked on in amaze, the gladdest of throngs. The shelter of a shade by day moved across the skies; wise God had screened the sun’s course with a sail in such a way that earth-dwelling mortals, for all their skill, could not see the rigging and were unable to see the sailyard, nor how this hugest of tabernacles was tied, when he gloriously honoured those loyal to their Lord. This third encampment then proved to be a comfort to the people. The whole army saw how the divine sails towered up there, a radiant portent aloft; the people, the multitude of the Israelites, recognized that there the Lord was come, the Lord of hosts, to mark out the campsite. Before them proceeded fire and cloud in the bright sky, two pillars, each of which exalted ministers of the Holy Spirit equally shared the journey of those brave-hearted men by day and by night.


98       Then in the morning, I have heard tell, confident of mood they raised up the trumpets with their loud voices, a portentous proclamation. The whole host arose, a force of courageous folk, an army eager to set forth as Moses, the renowned leader, had commanded them, the people of the ordaining Lord. Ahead they saw the guide to their survival mark out the way of life. The sail determined the course; behind it the voyagers travelled the ocean-way. Folk were in high spirits; loud was the hubbub of the army.
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107       Each evening a heavenly beacon, the other portent, rose aloft, wondrous in the wake of the sun, whose declining course it occupied, shining with fire above the people, a blazing column. Bright rays gleamed glisteningly above the soldiers – their protective shields shone – shadows melted away; the abysmal shades of night could not keep their hiding-place close concealed. Heaven’s candle blazed; it was needful for this novel night-watchman to abide above the multitudes, lest the horror of the desert, the grey terror of the wasteland, should put an end to their life with sudden overwhelming by ocean storms. This vanguard had fiery curls and glistening rays; it threatened the terror of incineration upon the army and scorching flame, and that it would burn up the multitude in the desert unless, keen-hearted, they obeyed Moses. Girded in light it shone, and the shields shimmered. The soldiers kept sight of the proper path and of the standard above the troops, until at the land’s end the stronghold of the sea impeded the throng of the people, eager for the onward way. Camp was pitched and the weary ones recovered themselves; those in charge of provisions offered the spirited folk food, and restored their physical strength. When the trumpet sang out, the seafarers spread their tents along the hills. This was the fourth encampment, the resting-place of the warriors, by the Red Sea.


135       There fearful news arrived among their army, of pursuit from inland. Fears sprang forth, the multitude’s terror of death. Fugitive awaited malignant pursuer – that one who had formerly long subjected them, stateless, to oppression and misery heavy with afflictions. The Egyptians had not kept their pledge, even though the elder Pharaoh previously…





The earlier Pharaoh had given Joseph authority over the whole of Egypt (Genesis 41: 41) but the new king knew nothing of Joseph and sought to limit the increase of the Israelites (Exodus 1: 8–10). The poet’s survey of this betrayal has evidently been shortened either accidentally by a loss from the MS or deliberately by imperfect editing. The break in narrative continuity is minimal. The next section opens with a reference either to the same ‘elder Pharaoh’ – who came to own all the people and land of Egypt by following Joseph’s advice (Genesis 47:23) – or to Joseph himself (Genesis 41:43).


XLV




142       Then he became custodian of the patrimony of the native populace, over people’s fortunes, so that he very greatly prospered.


144       This the Egyptian nation entirely forgot when they grew furious over being resisted. They then committed violence against his kindred, caused them injury and revoked their pledge. Surges of bellicosity, that violent human passion, beset their hearts; in bad faith they proposed to repay the debt of their survival with treachery, so that the people of Moses would have paid in blood for that day’s work – if mighty God had granted the Egyptians success in their mission of destruction.


154       Then the men’s mood grew desperate when they saw Pharaoh’s army advancing forward from the routes to the south, bearing boar-javelins, and saw the cavalry shimmering–spears were deployed, battle approached, shields glinted, trumpets sang out – and saw the banners standing out and the throng tramping the shore. Birds of battle greedy for the clash, flecked-feathered, the dark scavenger of carrion, screeched in wheeling flight after the corpses of the armies. Wolves sang hideous vespers in anticipation of feasting; brazen beasts bold at dusk, they awaited in the wake of the antagonists the slaughter of a mighty throng of people. They would howl, these haunters of the hinterland, in the middle of the nights: the doomed soul would flit away and the populace was reduced.


170       At intervals haughty officers from among the army ranged the highways on horseback. There before them, by the banner, rode the bannered king, the ruler over men, with the ensign contingent. The warriors’ warlord fastened his visored helmet, the king his cheek-guard, in anticipation of fighting; the ensigns shone forth. He shook his mail-coat and commanded his troop of picked men zealously to hold fast their battle array. With eyes full of hate the friends watched the advance of the landlubbers. About him moved unfearing soldiers, hoary sword-wolves; they welcomed warfare, thirsting for the violence of battle, loyal to their leader. He had picked himself a force of two thousand people, gloriously privileged according to the right of wealth, who were kings and kinsfolk esteemed for their lineage. Each one consequently led out every male, every soldier he could find on that occasion. All the kings, those belonging to that land, were gathered in his retinue. Repeatedly a familiar trumpet made its proclamation among the horde, as to where the young warriors, a belligerent troop of men, should carry their war-gear. Thus they led there a dark army, reinforcements, foe upon foe, a multitude of the nation’s might in their thousands: they were eager to get there. They had resolved, as regards those mighty hordes, to destroy the Israelite people with swords at dawn, out of vengeance for their brethren. That was why in the encampments the sound of weeping was raised, hideous vespers; fears loomed whose deadly meshes hampered them. When the alarm came, brave speeches fled.


203       The enemy was unrelenting; the army was burnished for battle – until the mighty angel who guarded the multitude thrust in front of those haughty people so that the protagonists could no longer see one another and the advance was intercepted.


208       The fugitives enjoyed a night-long respite, although on both sides adversaries lay in wait for them – military force or the sea, they had no further way out. They had given up hoping for the homeland due to them. They sat about among the hills in sombre garments anticipating misery. Watchful, the whole company of kinsfolk assembled together and awaited the superior military force, until at daybreak Moses commanded warriors with their brazen trumpets to summon the folk, the soldiers, to get up, to don their mail-coats, set their minds on courageous conduct and take up their bright battle-gear; and by these signals to muster the army close to the shore. Briskly the defenders attended the battle-call; the host was alerted. The seafarers – they were obeying the trumpet – hustled with their tents over the hills; the army was in haste.


224       Then they detailed twelve battalions of brave-minded foot-soldiers to be in the vanguard against the enemy onslaught: their vigour was stirred. In each single battalion the flower of the nation’s noble stock was appointed to arms, fifty select contingents in total. Each contingent of this distinguished host held ten hundred spear-bearing warriors all told, gloriously favoured men. It was a warlike host. The army leaders did not welcome the weakly into that muster of warriors, those who because of their youth were as yet unfitted to protect by their fists behind the shield-formation men’s mail-coats against the treacherous enemy, or who had not experienced a grievous hurt over the shield-rim, the scar of a body-wound and the spear’s vaunting sportiveness; nor could aged and white-haired warriors be of use in the battle if their physical strength failed them, though apt of courage. Rather, they picked the fighting-force according to stature, and how courage combined with grace plus the power of physical strength, the grip on the spear-shaft, would endure among the people.


247       So an army of strong-handed men was mustered, eager for the advance. Aloft soared the standard, brightest of columns. So far they had all been waiting until that pointer of their path close by the sea-tides, luminous above their linden shields, would break through the cloudy portals.





XLVI




252       Then in front of the men the battle-herald leaped up, the bold summoner to the fray; he raised his shield and charged the commanders to silence the army while the multitude listened to a brave man’s speech: the shepherd of the nation desired to address with holy voice the legion of the chosen. With dignity the leader of the host spoke:


259       ‘Do not be the more frightened for it even if Pharaoh should bring vast armies of sword-warriors, a tally untold of men. The mighty Lord by my hand wills this day to give them all their deeds’ reward, so that they shall be allowed no longer to survive and scourge the people of Israel with miseries. You will not fear dead foot-soldiers, dying bodies: the span of their fleeting life is at an end. God’s counsel has been wrenched from your breasts: I give you better advice, that you worship the Prince of glory and pray for the grace of the Lord of life upon you and for the salvation of victories as you set forth. This is the everlasting God of Abraham, the Lord of things created, who, valiant and renowned of strength, will guard this army with that mighty hand.’


276       In front of the troops then the lord of the living raised his loud voice when he spoke to the people:


278       ‘Behold! now shall you, the most cherished of nations, gaze with your own eyes upon an instant miracle: how I myself and this stronger hand have struck with a living emblem the ocean deep. A wave is mounting upwards; it is swiftly building the water into a rampart. There are dry thoroughfares, grey causeways fit for an army – the sea being opened up – and ancient foundations which never on earth have I heard of men traversing before, and gleaming plains, the sealed floors of the sea, which henceforth into eternal time the waves would have overspread. A south wind has swept away the storming of the main, the ocean is riven; the sea’s retreat has disgorged the sands. The truth I clearly perceive: that mighty God has shown mercy upon you, you men glad as of yore. Speed is the best thing, so that you may escape your enemies’ clutch, now that the Lord their owner has heaped up the red waters into a protective shield. The retaining walls are fairly piled up to the dome of the heavens, a wondrous highway through the waves.’


299       Upon these words the whole host arose, an army of spirited men. The deep remained motionless. The squadrons of the chosen raised up their shields and their standards on the shore. The wall of the sea soared upwards; upright it stood for the Israelites for a whole day’s duration. It was of one mind, that company of men: it clung to the covenant with a fast embrace. They disdained not at all the holy man’s advice when, close upon his footsteps, their song of salvation, their harmony and the blending of their psalmody grew stronger.


310       Then the fourth tribe went foremost and advanced into the main, warriors in a throng, across the green sea-floor. A soldier of the house of Judah hastened along the strange road ahead of his kinsmen. Accordingly, mighty God granted him great reward for that day’s work when the glory of victorious deeds proved his – that he should have sovereignty over kingdoms and increase of offspring.






XLVII




319       They had as their standard, when they marched into the sea, an emblem raised up above the shield-phalanx within that spear-armed troop, a golden lion – the greatest of peoples, the bravest of beasts. Because of that wayleader in war, they were unwilling long to endure humiliation upon themselves, being alive, when they lifted the spear in battle with any nation. There was an impetus in the vanguard, hard hand-fighting; there were brave young warriors, soldiers undaunted by weapons’ carnage, bloody sword-wounds, onslaught of the battle-force and the crushing of visored helmets, where Judah went.


331       Behind that army paraded those mariners, the sons of Reuben. They carried their shields, those sea-rovers, a multitude of people, across the salty fen; the huge contingent advanced intrepid. He had spoiled his sovereignty by his sins so he went further back, in the wake of the favourite. His own brother had taken over from him the firstborn’s right in the nation, his wealth and his nobility; nevertheless he was at the ready.


340       Behind them, with the hosts of their folk, came the sons of Simeon and advanced with their troops. This third tribal power – banners waved above the armed expedition – pressed ahead in a battalion with dew-moist spear-shafts. The portent of day appeared over the ocean, one of the beacons of God, the morning, agleam from the sea. The army proceeded onwards.


347       Then there advanced one tribal power after the other in iron-clad squadrons – one man especially guided the mighty hosts, because he was well known – along the onward paths, the people following the cloudy pillar, tribe following tribe. Each one knew the due status of the tribes according as Moses had informed them of the men’s lineage. There was one father of them all, a ruler beloved; sage of spirit, beloved of his noble kinsmen, he had received the entitlement to the land. He, one of the patriarchs, begot a progeny of brave men, a holy nation, the kin of Israel, the fit folk of God, according as old men, those who have most inquired into family relationships, the origin of people and each person’s paternal ancestry, skilfully recount.


362       Over fresh floods Noah, the illustrious leader, together with his three sons, sailed – over the deepest inundating floods which have ever occurred in the world. In his heart he kept the holy covenant; thus he guided across the ocean-currents the greatest of treasures, as I have heard tell. Into that sanctuary of life he had counted by tally from out of the whole earthly population of the world the surviving remnant, the parent stock, the father and the mother of each of the procreating species, more various than people can know. Besides that, the men took into the ship’s hold every kind of seed for which men have use here below the heavens.


377       According to what wise men declare in their sayings, ninth in the line of descendants from Noah was the father of Abraham, that is that Abraham whose name the God of angels devised anew and besides that entrusted into his keeping far and near godly communities and government over nations: he spent his life in exile. After that, on the orders of holy God, he guided that most favoured of peoples: kinsmen of one stock, they climbed the uplands into Mount Zion. There they came by a compact – they witnessed heavenly glory – a holy solemn covenant, as men have heard tell, where the discerning son of David, the glorious king, at the sage’s instigations afterwards built a temple for God; the wisest in the world of the kings of earth built a holy house, the loftiest and the holiest, the most celebrated among men, the greatest and most splendid of those which the sons of men, of mortals upon the earth, have wrought with their hands. To that place of parley Abraham led his son Isaac. First the executioner lit a fire; he was none the happier for that. He meant to yield up his heir to the flame, the best of men into the pyre’s blaze, his beloved son as a sacrifice for victory, his only successor on earth, the consolation of his life, since he expected henceforth, as a legacy to his people, a long-abiding cause for hope. He gave witness, when he took the lad firmly in his hands and when he, the man of popular renown, pulled out his ancient sword – the edge rasped – that he did not esteem the days of his life dearer to him than that he should obey the heaven-King.


411       He arose: this man meant to slay his stripling son, to bloody his boy with blade-edges, with the sword – if the ordaining Lord had let him. The radiant Father did not desire to take the child, the holy sacrifice, from him, but caught him with his hands. Then a voice from the heavens came restraining him, the resonance of glory, and thereupon spoke these words:


419       ‘Do not slay, Abraham, your own child, your son, by the sword. The truth is witnessed, now that the King of all creatures has tested you, that you have kept covenant and firm faith with the Ruler; it shall lastingly prove a protection to you through the days of your life, for ever to eternity unfailing. How should a son of man need a greater surety of good faith?


427       ‘Heaven and earth cannot encompass his glorious word which is more ample and spacious than the world’s plains, earth’s ambit and the sky above, the ocean’s expanse and this vast airy space can contain. He, Prince of the angels, Wielder of the workings of providence and God of the multitudes, the righteous Lord of victories, will swear you an oath upon his own being, that of your kin and of your warrior-descendants men on earth will not be able with all their skill to tell the tally in sure terms – unless there should be someone so clever of mind that on his own he can tally all the stones upon the earth, the stars in the heavens, the sand of the sea-cliffs or the salty waves – but amid the oceans as far as to the grudge-bearing nation of Egypt they shall possess the land of Canaan, your nation, the free-born sons of their father, the most excellent of peoples.’
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