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Laughing at religion was possible for medieval Christians, whose
Twelfth Night and Shrovetide revels seasonally encouraged the
parody of God’s priests and scriptures.' Here it is presumably the
worshipper’s, not the agnostic’s, familiarity with the divine which
‘breeds innocent humour within groups who share common
knowledge and common assumptions’” Within religious groups the
humout is innocent even when proptiety is transgressed, for ‘without
the veneration there would be no joke’, and the common set of
beliefs amplifies a shared response to jokes, be they ever so
irreverent.” The joker elicits the knowledge of others, who then find
themselves contributing the background that will make the joke work;
if it works (even tastelessly), the audience joins him 1in its response
(even unwillingly) and both find themselves ‘a community, a
community of amusement’.? And yet there are some who fail to see

the joke, who might regard religious irreverence as blasphemous. To

' Cf. M. A. Screech, Langhter at the Foot of the Cross (Harmondsworth, 1997), pp.
220-61.

*Screech, Laughter at the Foot of the Cross, p. 232.

* Screech, Langhter at the Foot of the Cross, p. 232. C£. 'T. Cohen, Jokes: Philosophical
Thoughts on Joking Matters (Chicago and London, 1999), pp. 25-9.

* Cohen, Jokes, p. 40.
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what extent Norse heathen jokers could blaspheme is a question
which I shall face here.

The best case of heathen reaction to a religious joke is that of a
Christian humo’rist against pagans in ¢. 998, Hjalti Skeggjason, whose
brother-in-law, Isleifr Gizurarson, was ordained as the first bishop of
Skalholt in 1056. In Ari’s [slendingabitk (e. 1125) it is said that Hjalti was
sentenced in the Alping to the lesser outlawry

of godga. En Dat vas til pess haft, at hann kvad at logbergi kvidling
benna:
Vil ek eigi god geyja; grey bykki mér Freyja.’

Hjalti made his joke a year before Iceland became Christian by an
act of the same patliament in 2 999.° The word godgd occurs only in
c,onnection with the tale of Hjaltis bad day at the Alping: in
Istendingabik, as above, and in Landndmabik (Sturlubék, ch. 367 and
Hauksbik, ch. 322), Kristni saga, ch. 10 (s. xiii®, authot possibly Stutla
bordarson) and Njdls saga, ch. 104 (c. 1290).” Kristni saga provides the
fullest account of the prosecution, which was led by the overbeating
Ranoltr Ulfsson, god7 of Dalr. Landndmabék adds an aftermath: on his
illegal return to Iceland, Hjalti and his followers got mounts to the
Alping from Hjalti’s brother Porvaldr, ‘en engi treystisk annarr fyrir

5 Islkendingabik, ch. 7: f;/endingabdk. Landndmabik, ed. Jakob Benediktsson, IF 1
Reykjavik, 1968), 15. Cf. Den norsk-islandske S, Kjaldedigining, ed. Finnur Jénsson,
A I-1L, B I-I (Copenhagen and Oslo, 1912-15) B I, 131 (= §&). ‘For mockery
of the gods. And it was held as grounds, that he had recited this ditty at the law-
rock: I don’t want to mock the gods (o7, the gods to bark); to me Freyja secems
to be a bitch.

¢ For the date, cf. P. Foote, ‘Conversion’, Medieval Scandinavia: an Engyelopedia, ed.
P. Pulsiano and K. Wolf (New York, 1993), pp. 106-8.

7 Islendingabik. Landndmabik, ed. Jakob Benediktsson, p- 368; Kristnisaga, ed. B.
Kahle, Altflordische Saga-Bibliothek 11 (Halle, 1905), 30-2; Brennu-Njils saga,
ed. Einar Ol Sveinsson, [F 12 (Reykjavik, 1954), 269.
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oftiki Randlfs Ulfssonar, er sekdan hafdi Hjalta um godga’® It is
worth noting that Runélfr was brother’s son”to the arch-heathen
Valgardr the Grey and cousin of Mordr Valgardsson. In Njdls saga, he
acts as host to Otkell, one of the enemies of Gunnarr Himundarson
(chs. 52-3), and supports Mordr in law against Gunnarr (ch. 65).
Since Mordr and Hjald both married daughters of Gizurr the White,
Randélfr, Motdt’s cousin, was Hjalti’s kinsman by marriage. In his
prosecution of Hijalti, therefore, it is likely that we see an instance of
fraendaskomm (‘kinsmen’s shame’), a term for a law first passed in
Iceland in « 997 by which kinsmen of the third to the fifth degrees
wete shamed into prosecuting their family’s religious rebels for the
sake of the greater honout.”

This law had been passed in order to banish Stefnir Porgilsson, a
Christian lay preacher, whose crime according to Kristni saga was ‘at
meida hof ok horga en brjéta skurdgod’." This offence, approximate
to sacrilege, is related to blasphemy. Stefnir’s punishment was mild,
when compared with that of Waulfred, an English missionary in
Sweden in the early eleventh century who was lynched by the crowd
when he tried to smash an idol of Pérr in a pagan council.”' There
are other expressions whose meanings might overlap with ‘sacrilege”
at granda vénm (‘to injure the sanctuaries’), a crime charged to the

8 Landndmabék S367, H322: fx/eﬂdz'/{gabé/é. Landndmabik, ed. Jakob Benediktsson,
p- 368. “While no other man could be relied upon, owing to the tyranny of
Runélfr Ulfsson, who had convicted Hjalti for mockery of the gods’.

* K. Hastrup, Culinre and History in Medieval Ieeland: an Anthropological Analysis of
Stracture and Change (Oxford, 1985), pp. 182 and 214.

' Kristni saga, chs. 6=7: Kristnisaga, ed. Kahle, pp. 1719, at p. 17. “To muiilate
temples and shrines while breaking carved gods’.

" “Ydolum gentis nomine Thor in concilio paganorum cepit anathematizare’.
Gesta Hammabnrgensis ecclesiae pontificum 11.62: Magistri Adam  Bremensis Gesta
Hammaburgensis Ecclesiae Pontificum, ed. B. Schmeidler, MGH SS rer. Germ. 2, 3rd
ed. (Hannover, 1917), 122.
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religiously disinterested sons of Eirikr Haraldsson in an unnamed
diia'pa by Einarr Helgason (z. 985); at granda vé[i] is said to be typical of
Eirikr himself in a verse which is atttibuted to Egill Skallagrimsson in
E(gz'/x saga; and goda gremi (‘fury of the gods’) is used by Egill and also
in Vainsdela saga as an expression for the gods’ response to men who
fail to do their duty to the laws and customs of their society."” The
term godgd (‘mockery of the gods’) is usually thought to refer to the
verbal counterpart of sacrilege, to blasphemy, an offence which by
the laws of Moses or Justinian at least, was punishable by death. "I‘he
heathen laws of Iceland have perished, but there it is reasonable to
suppose that the form of verbal sacrilege was the making of an insult
against a god. The native term for poetic insults or slanders is
about which there is much comment in the Icelandic Christian Iawi
Grigds («. 1119) stipulates full outlawry for the poet of even half a
verse that contains either insult, or praise that the addressee can
construe as one (‘Scog Gang vardar ef madr yrkir vm maN hélfa viso
ba er I6str er { epa hapung eda lof bat er hann yrkir til hziéungar’).13
Such insults charged the offended party with ergi:  passive
homosexuality if against a man; probably promiscuity, if the object
of the allegation was female. A charge of erg/ entitled the defamed
party to kill the slanderer." That an erg, once enacted, was probably

' Fa(gftr/émm, ch. 16: Agrzp a4 Noregskonnnga sogum. Fagrskinna — Niregs konunga tal,
ed. B]arni Einarsson, IF 29 (Reykjavik, 1984), 112; Egils saga, ch. 56: Egls Ja;
Skallagrimssonar, ed. Sigurdur Nordal, IF 2 (Reykjavik, 1933), 163 and 15%‘

Vatnsdwla saga, ch. 33: Vatnsdula saga, ed. Einar Ol Sveinsson, I’F 8 (Reykjavik’
1939), 88—9.. Ct. F Strém, ‘N7, ergz and Old Norse Moral Attitudes’, Domz‘/ym,
go/ée {Vlfmorm/ Lecture 10 May 1973 (London, 1974), pp. 1-20, esp. 1-6.

: Graggs, § 238: Grigds: Iskendernes Lovbog i Fristatens Tid, ed. Vilhjalmur Finsen
4 vols. in 5, Nordiske Oldskrifter 11,17, 21, 22 and 32 (Copenhagen 1850—70),
11, _183. A man is liable to outlawry if he composes half a verse ab01;t a man in
]\;vhlcl? there is blame or scorn, or praise which he composes as scorn.’

Strém, ‘N7, erg and Old Notse Moral Attitudes’, pp. 4-8; P. Meulengracht
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regarded as an affront to the divine as well as the social order, is clear
from a stanza attributed to the poet Pormédr in Fésthradra saga, in
which he refers to the gaping buttocks of a drowned enemy as a
matter of godfjon (‘(what causes) hatred of the gods’), probably
because the drowned man’s posture resembles one of a woman
offering herself to a man."”

By calling Freyja a bitch (grey) in his verse in ¢. 998, Hjalti had
charged her with a female version of erg. That much is clear from the
symbolic grey in Hdvamdil that Billings mer (probably the ‘wife of
Billingr’) leaves in her bedroom as her stand-in for sex with Osinn
(Havamdl 101), who regards the bitch as one hddung (‘humiliation’)
among several that his promised date inflicted on him (Hdvamadl
102).' Whether or not Hjalti’s godgd thus constituted a 74 (‘slander’) is
another matter, however. Hjalti, sentenced in the Alping to just three
years’ outlawry, was not threatened with death or permanent exile.
His relatively mild sentence may reflect his extended kinship with
Randlfr, the prosecutor; but at any rate, it is doubtful that his godgd
was synonymous with an offence as severe as ##J, which, if ever made
against gods, might be regarded as ‘blasphemy’.

Setensen, The Unmanly Man: Concepts of Sexual Defamation in Early Northern
Society, trans. J. Turville-Petre (Odense, 1983), pp. 68-74.

5 Fsthradra saga, ch. 23: Vestfirdinga sogur, ed. Bjorn K. Pérélfsson and’ Gudni
Jénsson, IF 6 (Reykjavik, 1943), 241-2. C£. P. Meulengracht Sorensen, ‘N7 and
the Sacred’, Artikler: udgivet i anledning af Preben Meulengracht Sorensens 60 drs
Sfodselsdag 1. marts 2000, ed. T. Buhl, S. Lynge Dahl, H.-M. Foldberg, D.
Glundtoft, P. Hermann and R. Hildebrand (Arhus, 2000), pp. 78-88, esp. 82—6.
' Sigurdur Nordal, ‘Billings met’, Bidrag till nordisk filologi tillignade Emil Olsson
Lund, 1936), pp. 288-95. Cf. Hdvamdil, ed. D. A. H. Evans, 2 vols., Viking Soc.
for Northern Research Text Series 7 (London, 1986) I, 58-9 and 118 (note to
st. 97). All unattributed Edda quotations will be drawn from Edda: Die Lieder des
Codexc Regins nebst verwandten Denkmilern, ed. G. Neckel and H. Kuhn, 2 vols., 5th
ed. (Heidelberg, 1983), vol. I, “Text’.
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I " .
Standn fmhng to approximate to blasphemy from the heathen
Unhkpol;t, ;be word gdgd undermines the idea of heathen piety.
¢ 740, this compound is not attested in th .

1 : ‘ e legal texts. Its second
ae rzrgen? derlves.frorn geya (‘to bark; mock’). Hjald plays on tﬁe
e 1gu1ty.of th{s word,' unexpectedly turning god from the verb’s
Ject to its subject, as if beginning with a promise to behave well

their gods as guests at the feast, with the same uesti
2i)trtecetfience (‘(fi)var skal sitja sj4?, Havapmi/ 2), food (fga’wsm;/n;%f
entiveness (¢ unnu hljédi pegir’, Hinamay 7)’ and s ﬁabbh’ “6rir
gestr vid gest’, Hivama/ 32), as would ari Tt b e
see rmllch plety in these circumstanczz f(;fvilsmzz; Ittlli -, t(?
pJ:‘ofessmn.al joker, is not killed but outlawed when he Ch’ar . FgOd'S
with prormscuity‘in Egir’s feast in Lokasenng (‘Asa ok 4lfa egrelsl' r_eyj‘?
e‘ro, hverr hefir pinn hor verit’, Lokasenna 30)." Loki’s tirac’ie s 2 o
( staten'lent of truths’, cognate with Sannr, ‘true’). His statemejtaaﬁzzf

17 F [ . . [: E cD ]
ﬂl/ﬂ/ﬁﬂ/ ed. l :Vﬂlls I 6; ﬂlld 129— O Or forms). O not mock a uest nor
£ > 4y 3
( S) g
/.’ 2 A N 5 . g
l 4 J 0617, jgﬂﬂﬂ L 0/1{7776 11 M)/lhﬂ/ﬂgﬂﬂ/ 1 0E7715. ed [J I)r()]lke (()Xf()ld

(:la rer ld( n ] ress 199 /) . .S; 9 ()1 z;” r €lves Wh() are hele IIlSIde Cach one
3 B
5 p S1 a]ld l
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(Prymskvida 13).” These are two poems probably from the Christian
era, from the eleventh and twelfth or thirteenth centuties respectively.
But the fact that Hjalti walked off unscathed from Freyja in ¢ 998,
even while his judges would have known her cult to be under threat,
probably means that the question of religion is hardly relevant to
these Eddic poets, because Icelandic heathens knew neither
blasphemy nor veneration, two faces of the devout religious coin, as
Christians understand these things.

‘Heathen piety’ for Norsemen must be redefined. There appear to
be no surviving hymns to Norse gods, although Vetrlidi’s invocation
of Potr, a fragment, may be one (54 B 1, 127).”" As the poetry alludes
to the gods with a focus on exploits, not attributes, perhaps would-be
praisers of heathen gods had a fear of litigation similar to that which
directs skalds in Grdgds to compose ‘v maN 16st ne 16£.* But even
that degree of touchiness, if true, would add to 'the Norse gods’
humanity. And when the gods die in Ragnarok, it is cleat that they
express not the failure of godhead but man at his best (Vafpridnismail
'52-3, Voluspd 53—7). Human embodiments for deities are not only
standard in Norse mythology, but also fundamental to their names, in
that terms such as ‘thunder’, ‘brilliance’ and ‘love’ had long been
personified respectively as Pdrr, Ullr and Frigg™ The inference from
these names is that heathens gave human shapes to divine natural.and

abstract phenomena in order to deal with them personally. Portraying
men as gods, the other way about, is also integral to Norse poetry, in
which heathen skalds sometimes styled their patrons as gods and

¥ You'll know that I have become the man-craziest woman alive.
* Cf. J. Lindow, ‘Addressing Thor’, Scandinavian Studies 60 (1988), 119-36.
= Grdgas, § 238: Grdgds, ed. Vilhjalmur Finsen, I1, 183. ‘Neither blame nor praise

of a man’.
*2 R. North, Heathen Gods in Old English Literature, CSASE 22 (Cambridge, 1997),

204--59, esp. 232-46 and 255-8.
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regularly used divine names as heiti for humans and giants.” Yet for
gods the drawback to this two-way flow of influence js that weakness
as well as strength attends the human form. The poet of Lokasenna
(which, as John McKinnell says, ‘has a surface of comic mockery’)
plays by this rule In this poem, Lokis technique is to deconstruct
the gods by moralizing their mysteries as flaws of character. So, for
example, Odinn’s quest to father an avenger for Baldr becomes a
matter of effeminacy, Freyja’s fertility becomes nymphomania,
Njordr’s oceanic process deviancy (stanzas 24, 30, 34). Moralizations
of the sacred are dangerous. As Frigg says to Loki, “firriz 2 forn rok
tirar’ (Lokasenna 25):% that is to say, humans should not know too

witted entry into Lokasenna, His first duel with the world setpent is
treated heroically in Ragnarsdripa 14-20 (. 850), Hiisdripa 3—6 (e 990),
Hysteinn’s and Gamli’s verses (°e. 1000), if not in at least three Viking
Age stone reliefs.® But his anxious time in Skrymir’s giant glove
figures unflattetingly in Harbardspss 26—7 (?s. x) and in Lokasenna 60,
as well as in Snorti’s tale of Utgarda-Loki in Gylfaginning® In the first,

* For example, cf. R, Meissner, Dije Kenningar der § kalden: ¢in Beitrag sur skaldischen
Poetik, Rheinische Beitrige und Hiilfsbiicher zur germanischen Philologie und
Volkskunde 1 (Bonn and Leipzig, 1921), 2601 (Baldr x 40), 261 (Gantr x 22),
261-2 (Njprdr x 61).

7. McKinnell, ‘Motivation in Lokasenna, Saga-Book of the Viking S ociety 22.3—4
(1987-8), 23462, esp. 259_60,

% The Poetic Edda, ed. Dronke, p- 338. ‘Let men always shun old mysteties’ (my
translation and reading).

* SkiB 1, 34 S4B 1, 128-9; S&BT, 131, S&/B 1, 132, Cf J- McKinnell, Bozp
One and Many: Essays on Change and Variety in Iate Norse Heathenism, Philologia 1
(Rome, 1994), figs. 6-8.

7 CE Snorri Sturluson: Edda: Prologne and Gyffaginning, ed. A. Faulkes (Oxford,
1982), pp. 37, 67.
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probably the oldest, instance:

Dorr 4 afl cerit, enn ecct hiarta; .
af hreezlo oc hugbleydi  pér var i hanzca trodit,
oc poéttisca pi pa Porr vera; o
hvirki pa pa pérdir  fyr hreezlo bmm
hnibsa né fisa, sva at Fialarr heyrdi

Harbatdr inn ragi, ec mynda pic i }218el drepa,
ef ec matta seilaz um sund.

Snotti’s jokes in Gy/faginning are Christianized embellishments, but

i s, breeds
the greater age of his theme, as seen in these other examples,
eg

the suspicion that the Norse heatherj l:gad many stoties in which they
¢ i ods.

COUIf; la:i}; if;:;(‘)’;sjj:s I?litleiiliod, we must look for evider.lce of

sancti(;ned godgd in skaldic verses with dates andfcc?nt:i:in niesthiz

century preceding Hjalti’s ditty in ¢ 9?8. My ﬁrsth(? hs-lx'held tg ©

stanzas 23—4 of Ynglingatal, a genealogl?al_ poem whic 1; 1 to have

been composed by DPjoddlfr of Hvinir for King Rog

. 30
"Gtenland, and thus to be contextually datable to ¢ 890:

Veitk Eysteins  enda folginn
lokins lifs 4 Lofundi,

ok sikling med Svium kvodu
jozka menn  inni brenna.

; 1 ardice of
3 Odinn:] Porr has enough strength, but no heart,.m,fear. alild C?\‘Zere oo
ind, you were stuffed into a glove, and then you didn’t thin you e tha;
H}im ’lz’ ause of your fear, you dated neither sneeze nor fart in any way
then, bec

i ight heat. .
I[:Iﬁlarr 5 r:llfary Beard the queet, I'd send you dead to hell if T could reach over
ort: -

this strait!’ Mo, . 805
¥ Cf. McKinnell, Both One and Many, pp. 80-5. o . -
0 ICDf:e é Krag, Yuglingatal og Ynglingesaga: en studie i historiske ,sz/aferé h o
Hur[;anjc;ra 2 (I&ristiansand, 1991), esp. 99-142. Cf. R. North, Heathen )

9-10.
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Ok bitsétt  { brandnéi

hlidar pangs 4 hilmi rann,
pas timbzrfastr toptar nokkvi,
flotna fullr, of fylki brann.**

. In this conceit, it appears that bj6ddlfr stylizes Eysteinn as if this
king were young Baldr on the pyre: Dj6d6lfr’s images of seaweed, a
fire-ship and doomed sailors around 2 prince combine to suggest

Baldr’s ship-borne funeral pyre; while the thread-motif in endas Jolginn

alludes to the fate-spinning Norns which are also the subject of an

allusion in Voluspa (. 1000), in which a sibyl sees the future for Baldr,
th.e bleeding god, as being orlpg filgin (1, 0luspd 31).% At first sight i;
might be thought that this stylization is entirely setious: Eystfinn’s
sudden death, like Baldr’s, is unfair. Where 2 serious reading is
subverted, however, is in the timing of the deaths. Baldr’s takes lgace
beforc.e his funeral; Eysteinn’s funeral-pyre is his death norp did
E}Tstelnn expect to die so soon. In my reading, ,
primaty target of Bj6délfr’s humour, which appears to be directed to
the Swedish kings and the vatiety of their premature ends. But some
of Eysteinn’s indignity would attach to this god, nonetheless.
A second example of humour can be found in Haustlpng,
of mythology which was probably composed in ¢ 900 ’

Baldr is not the

a work
also by

31 3
Yﬂg_/m(ga saga, ch. 31: Hemskringla, ed. Bjarni  Adalbjarnarson, IF 26-8
l(iI;eyk]avﬂi, 1?41—51) L 60-1 (cf S&/B1, 11). “[23] T know the end of the closed
the of Eystel;lm [the thread of his life] to have been concealed in Léfund, and
at among the Swedes it id i i ithi
b o was said that Jutish men burned the king within [f.
[24] And the biting sickness of the seaweed of the

hillside [f B
onto the prince in his fire-ship, e ] coursed

‘ when, filled with sailors, the homestead’s firm-
tlr.I’lb’ered prow [hall] burned down upon the chieftain’ Cf The Haustlong of
ijoﬁo/ﬁg‘ Huinir, ed. R. North (Enfield Lock, 1997), Pp- xxvi—viii
= The Poetic Edda 11, ed. Dronke, p. 15. .
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DPj6dolfr, and possibly for Porleifr inn spaki, a chieftain of
Hordaland.® In the second of two surviving natratives in this poem,
Porr is treated with affection, as he races towards Hrungnif (stanzas
14-20); in the first, however, Loki, Heenir and particularly Odinn are
treated with mockery (stanzas 2—6). When Djazi, ’in eagle’s form, asks
them for some roast ox from their cooking fire, Oadinn fails to see the
risk:
Flj6tt bad foldar dréttinn  Farbauta mog vara
pekkiligr med pegnum  prymseilar hval deila,
en af breidu bjédi  bragdviss at at lagdi
6svifrandi 4sa  upp pjorhluti fjora.™
With beef on a table, Loki as a bad-tempered serving boy and
Odinn as a naively festive host in a retinued hall, Djodolfr frames a
conceit that gives a human bathos to his gods. He has already. called
them vélsparir varnendr goda (‘defenders of the gods economizing on
trickery’, st. 4), so perhaps they desetve the indignity. But there is no
doubt that his comparison mocks them. No tale survives to tell. us
that bjéd6lfr’s host thought his joke on Odinn flat; the initial s-urvwal
of this work suggests that he might have laughed at it. The dtle and
vocabulary of Haustlpng (‘harvest-long (lay)’) show that this poem was
ptobably made for an autumn festival, in which any laughtgr woulc}

-

(st. 5)

have been communal.

It was probably in Trondelag in ¢ 960 that Kormakr compo§ed
Sigurdardrdpa in honour of Earl Sigurdr of Hladir. With the exception
of effectively two stanzas quoted in Snorri’s Hdkonar saga gida, the

3 Haustlpng, ed. North, pp. xxxi—xli. o ,
* Ibid., pp. 4-5. ‘Swiftly the handsome lord of the land [Odinn, Earth’s

husband] bade Farbauti’s boy [Loki] deal out the whale of the cracking rope of
spring-times [whale of the traces {changed from ‘whip’]:. ox| among the thegns,
and after that the Alsir's prank-wise disobliger [Loki] served up four bull-
portions from the broad table’.
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stanzas of this work are strewn about his FEdds. The difficulties of
, o

stanzaic sequence in this poem are discussed by Bjarne Fid
proposes pairing off Je/mingar into full stanzas

in S&/ B I, 69—70, while quoting from Faulkes
stanzas 6 and 7:

Heyri sonr 4 (Syrar)  sannreynis (fentanna

Q11 greppa let£ uppi jast-Rin) Haralds (mina). (§2E v. 292)
II;I_elér er morgum «d  mordreins { dyn fleina.
jort feer hildiborrum hjarl Sigurai jatli, ($xE v. 21 1)

l];Eykr.me,(‘) en’njdliki jardhlistr diafjardar
teyti, hin si er beinan  binds. Seid Yggr til Rindar
($rE vv. 12, 308)

giallan  Gauts eld hinn er styr beldi
gunnt. Komsk Urdr 61 brunni.

(S7E v. 241)

Svall, ba er gekk med
gladfeedandi Gridar,

Hr60r geri ek of mog metan  meir Sigrodar fleira;

haptscenis galt ek hanum heid. Sitr Pérr i reidum. (§nE v. 301)

?Iaﬁt madr ask né eskis afspring med sér bingat
eseranda at feera  fats, Véley 200 bjaza. (Hakonar saga, v. 68)

H\fer fnyni vés vid valdi vagja kind of bagjask?
pvit far-Rognift] fagnar fens, V4 Gramr til mer;ja

| (Hdkonar saga, v. 68)
Algildan bid ek aldar  allvald of mér halda

¥s bifvangi Yngva ungy. Fér Hroptr med Gungni.  (SxE v. 21y%

% B. Fidjestol, Der
. > Lol norrone fyrstediktet (Bvre Brvik
“SnE = Snorri § tutriuson: Edda: Skalisk il o A

‘[1] Let the livel
y son of the true tester of Haral i Be
generous man) I will let my yeast-Rhine of t}?;a e [y 0] hea e,

fen-teeth [rock-poets’: giants’; their Freyja: Gu oo, b 0" e e mend ot

nnlod; her yeast-Rhine: mead of
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Each helmingr ends with a throw-away comment consisting of five
syllables, an effect which Snorri, creating his own in Hdttatal, calls
bjdstelt (‘abutted’), adding that ‘skal ordtak vera forn minni’.”’ Turville-
Petre may be wrong when he says that these zinni ‘have nothing to do
with the context’®® It is fairly clear that Farl Sigurdr is identified with
Odinn in stanzas 8 and 3, in which eatl and poet in the main stanza
are juxtaposed with Odinn plus another subject in the minni. In st. 8,
Kormakr makes himself an instrument for the earl’s weapon-hand; as
much as Gungnir is Odinn’s spear. The inference of st. 3 seems to be

poetry] be heard.

[2] The tree of the murder-twig [sword’s tree: warrior: Sigutdr] is better than
many a man in the din of arrows. The sword gets dominion for battle-keen Earl
Sigurdr.

[3] The land-obtainer honours the provider of the deities’ fjord [poetry] with a
forehead-canvas [head-band?], he who binds the mast-top straight. Yggr
[terrifier: Odinn] bewitched Rindr.

[4] Battle swelled, when he who has brought about wat, the feeder of Gridr’s
mount [giantess’ mount: wolf], advanced with the shricking fire of Gautr
[Odinn’s fire: swords]. Urdr [fate] came out of her spring.
[5] Even more glory, furthermore, I perform for the renowned son of Sigurd
[Eatl Hakon]; him I have paid the wages of the gods’ ?reconciler [poetry}. borr
sits in his chariot. o

[6] Let no man have food-dish or the bowl’s offspring to take to the house of
the man who inflicts wounds on his own vat’s wealth. The gods tricked Pjazi.

[7] Which man’s son would allow himself to quartel with the ruler of the
sanctuary? For it is the prince of the marsh-fire [gold-giver: Earl Sigurdr] who
gives the welcome. Gramr [Sigurdr Fafnisbani’s sword] fought for necklaces.

[8] I who am young bid the most excellent power-wielder of the people of
Ingvi-Freyr [men of Trondelag] to hold over me his bow’s quivering slope
[hand]. Hroptr [Odinn] took Gungnir on campaign.’

5T Suorri Sturluson: Edda: Hattatal, ed. A. Faulkes (Oxford, 1991), p. 10. “The
expression must be old proverbial statements’ Translation based on A. Faulkes,
Snorsi Sturluson: Edda (London, 1987), p. 176.

3. Q. G. Turville-Petre, Scaldic Poetry (Oxfotd, 1976), pp. 45-50, esp. 46.
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that the poet, honoured as he is by the earl in a public ceremony, is as
tertified as Rindr was when Yggr, with enotmous difficulty (cf. Saxo’s
tale of Rinda),” made her the mother of Vili. If we accept these
correspondences, the earl is identifiable with Odinn in other places
too. Given the focus on the earl’s bjorr (‘sword’) in st. 2, the sword-
kenning Gauss eldy (‘Gautr’s fire’) suggests that Sigurdr himself is
Gautr (Oéinn) in st. 4, so wild in battle that Utrdr herself comes out
to register the dead. Sigurdr, the earl who bestows his wealth on
unlimited numbers of guests in st. 5, is probably ribbed there for his
unquestioning bounty in the proverb véltn god Bjaga (‘the gods tricked
Djazt’). After all, it was bjazi who tricked the vélsporu gods when
Odinn offered him an ox-pottion in Haustlyng 5, even if the gods just
managed to survive by having Loki trick Idunn back and by killing
bjazi (cf. vélum leida mey aptr, ‘unless with trickety you lead the girl back
here’, Hanstlyng 11). The Pjazi-proverb must mean ‘But at what cost?”:
a jest about prodigality. But then, in the st. 7 which does follow st. 6,
Kormakr turns on the gentry with vd Gramyr 1i/ merja (‘Gramr fought
for necklaces”): each freeloader at Sigurdr’s table, like Kormakr, may
expect to become his sword, his foot-soldier, in the battles by which
this Oéinn-hypostasis seizes yet more treasure. Kormakr does not
forget Hakon, the earl’s son, on whom he claims to load even more
praise in st. 5: sitr Bérr 7 reidmm (Potr sits in his chatiot”: f.e. T'm on my
way’). If Earl Sigurdr is flattered as Odinn, it follows that Kormakr
meant to style his up-and-coming son as bégr.

Hikon became Pérr’s more setious hypostasis when, as earl of
his father’s region and ruler over most of Norway (.. 978-95), he
consolidated his power after his victory against the Danes in
Hjorungavégr in . 985. It is thought that Eilifr’s bérsdripa was one of
many works composed then in his honour, one in which bérr and the

¥ Gesta Danorum LivA-7: Saxonis Gesta Danoram, ed. Olrik and Reder, pp. 70-2.
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Jg”’:‘j””’l’)’- Helgadottir, G. W. Weber and H. Bekker Nielsen (Odense, > Pp-
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scattered about in Snorti’s Edda, are each attributed there to Hallfredr
vandredaskald Ottarsson. The patron of this work is not named, as
Fidjestol points out; Fidjestol considers it possible that the work
named Hdkonardripa was composed for Earl Eirfkr Hakonarson (i.e.
in ¢. 1005)." There is a story in Hallfredar saga, supported by a full line
of drittkvett and elsewhere by a brief statement in Skdldatal, that
Hallfredr composed a poem in honour of Earl Eirikr Hakonarson,
who, in the saga, pardons him for the eatlier maiming of one Porleifr
inn spaki.® It is clear from the saga context that Christian forgiveness
is the theme of the story about Potleifr. But it is also worth noting
that the verse in Hallfredar saga is not found in Snorri’s FEdda, that
Hallfredr does not stay with the earl longer than it takes to compose
the poem whose beginning is quoted; and that Eirikr’s Christianity,
not to mention his brother-in-law relationship with King Knutt,
might have made Hdkonardripa’s heathen kennings undesirable in a
court with Christian clergy.” Since Olafr Tryggvason’s Christianity
ruled out the use of pagan metaphors in Olifsdripa and Erfidripa
O/@{f, which Hallfredr dedicated to him, it is more likely that
‘Hakonardripa’ was composed, after all, in honour of the apostate
Eatl Hakon. Hakonardripa, then, desctibes a marriage between the
Earl and Norway in lavish detail. It is reconstructed from a scattering

7 Fidjestol, Det norrone fyrstedikrtet, pp. 102—6.
* Hallfredar saga, ch. 11: Vatnsdala saga, ed. Einar OL. Sveinsson, pp. 194-5.

¥ Cf. Fagrskinna, ch. 26: Agrip, ed. Bjarni Einarsson, pp. 165-6: ‘Pessir jatlar
hofdu latit skirask ok heldu kristni, en engum manni prengdu beir til kristni,
nema létu gora hvern sem vildi, ok um beira daga spilltisk mjok kristni, svi at
naliga var alheidit um Upplond ok inn um Prindheim, en helzk kristnin med
sjonum.” (‘These eatls [the sons of Harl Hikon] had themselves baptized and
kept the Christian faith, but did not force anyone to become Christian, rather
let each do as he wished, and in their day Christianity was greatly injured, so
that throughout Oppland the country was almost entirely heathen and also
around Trondheim, and most Christian by the coast.’)
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whose deception by a bored peasant wife (bidkvin, vidi grina; breidleita
bridi) follows on from her being sweet-talked (sujallrddr, teygda -midlum)
by a passing ship’s captain into taking his necklaces (menprerri). It is
odd enough that Hallfredr uses this ribaldry appatrently to convey
Hakon’s conquest of Norway. But why does he mock Odinn while
doing so? How, or with what licence, is easy enough: Odinn is known
to be cuckolded by his brothers (Lokasenna 26). But Odinn was also
acclaimed as Hakon’s ancestor, and if anything, Hallfredr’s mockery
of this god is even sharper than Pj6dolfr’s nearly a century earlier in
Haustlong.

Whatever the sequence of stanzas 3-6’ of Haikonardripa, the
poet’s emphasis on the earl’s victories as a sexual conquest is so
strong there that it suggests Hakon wished to sanctify real-life
coercions as an institution of kingship. The historical records of
Hakon in the closing years of his reign do show him to have made
peripatetic use of his subjects’ wives and daughters through the fjords
of western Norway.”’ Perhaps for this reason, Hdkonardripa may be
dated to « 990, a few years before Earl Hikon’s wronged subjects
overthrew him.* Its style is confident, and in stanzas 3—4 the poet
appears to identify Hakon with Ingvi-Freyr in his predatory role in
Skirnismdl. Three elements within Hallfredr’s ‘st. 3 (the horse (viggr),
sword (sverd) and the barley-wimpled woman (barrheddud)) connect
Hakon with Freyr, whose emissary Skirnir, in order to secure a
glantess for his master, rides the god’s horse (Skérnismal 8-10), wears
his sword (S&éruismdl 23) and relays Gerdr’s promise to meet Freyr in

% Snorri distils earlier sources for this story in O/a’ﬁ saga Tryggrasonar, ch. 48:
Heimskringla, ed. Bjarni Adalbjarnarson, I, 293-6. For a discussion of these
sources, cf. A. Hamer, ‘Death in a Pig-Sty: Snorri’s Version of the Death of
Hékon Jarl Sigurdarson’, Latin Culture and Medieval Germanic Europe, ed. R. Notth
and T. Hofstra, Germania Latina 1 (Groningen, 1992), 55-69.

* Cf SuE T, 158 (note to v. 10).
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even an Odinn—Freyr rivalry in the background of Viga-Glims saga”’
But the fact that the comic stoties were traditional, meant that they

were sanctioned. The heathen community, largely coterminous with

the joker’s ‘community of amusement’,”® remained intact so long as it

laughed at a god when his story invited humour, and preferably under
the patronage of a divine rival. When Ulfr mocks Porvaldr veili, who
had asked him ¢ 998 to murder the missionary Dangbrandr, he
appears to use Potr as the butt of his humour:

Tekka ek, sunds pétt sendi  sannreynir bod, tanna

hvarfs vid hleypiskarfi, Harbards véa fjardar;

erat rafika reekis, rong eru mal 4 gangi,

sé ek vid minu meini, minligt flugu at gina.”

That is, with his kenning ‘true tester of the strait of the fjord of
I—Ioar-y—Beafd’s sanctuaries’ (sunds sannreynir Harbards véa fardar), Ulfr
portrays Porvaldr as two things: a traditional drinker of Odinn’s mead
of poetry, a poet; and as a baffled Porr, marooned on the other side
of a (religious) gulf. Although Ulfr here appears to makes fun of the
Icelanders’ principal god, it seems that he does so, formally at least,
under the aegis of Odinn in his role as Pért’s tormentor.

Hijalt, when he made his joke against a pagan deity, worked from
the safety of knowing the Christian God. That much is clear from his

T Cf. Sigurdur Nordal, ‘Atrinadur Egils Skallagrimssonar’, Skdruir 98 (1924),
145-65, esp. 160-3; R. Notth, ‘Odinn gegen Freyr: Elemente heidnischer
Religion in der Viga-Glums Saga’ (forthcoming in a Gedenkschrift for G. W

Weber, ed. M. Dallapiazza).

% Cohen, Jokes, p. 40.

¥ Nydls saga, ch. 102: Brennu-Njdls saga, ed. Einar Ol Sveinsson, p. 263: ‘I'm not
going to accede to the headlong cormorant of the teeth’s vanishing [mouth’s
bird: fly], though the invitation is sent from a true tester of the strait of the
fijord of Hoary-Beard’s sanctuaries; it isn’t my business (wrong are the plans
now afoot; I can see in them harm to myself) to gape for the fly of the sailyard-

nag’s [ship’s] extender [sailot}”
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In Search of Lost Time:
Aldhelm and The Ruin

Christopher Abram
Robinson College, Cambridge

The Ratin — which it is almost traditional to describe as a ruin itself, as
bad fire damage has obliterated large parts of the text in the Exeter
Book — is a meditation on that most Anglo-Saxon of preoccupations:
the transitoriness of worldly glory.! It takes the form of an extended
description of an urban scene which alternates between the physical
decay which confronts the poet in the present and an imagining,
inspired by this vision, of what the city must have been like in the
past. It is a poem of contrasts: between then and now, between a
living city and a ruined shell, between the city as a collection of
buildings and the city as a body of people with a corporate life. These
contrasts serve to build up a unique sense of lost time, for not only
does the author of The Ruin construct his own conception of the
past, but he does so by examining the past constructions of other
people.

In this paper I shall argue that, whether or not it is a desctiption
of an actual location — which most scholars take to be the Roman city
of Bath, owing to the reference to hot streams in lines 43 and 467 —

'See C. E. Fell, ‘Perceptions of Transience’, The Cambridge Companion to Old
English Literature, ed. M. Godden and M. Lapidge (Cambridge, 1991), pp.

172-89.
2K. P. Wentersdorf, ‘Observations on The Ruin’, MAE 46 (1977), 171-80, offers
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’ g;)() —S; 2(; 9be7gat1; 5 Proc.. of the Bath Nat. Fist and Awntiguities Field Club 2
Duslen > A “;3 ; at.er.natlve suggestions have since been made by G, W
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R;;. Bmfhas Babylot, Tennessee Stud, Iy Laz 11 (1966), 109-17, A .T’L cenan,
11 > hat Vs VI ¢
ath or Babylon? A Non—archaeological Investigation’, Npf 74 (3(61:’97];?
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; 4 T, . ;
397411, J on, “The Ruin as Body-City Riddle’, PO 50 (1980),

dating of The Ruin o i
gwen by R. F Leslie, Three Olg Engl Z
3 nolish Bl /
41;?1 1), p. 35, alrh.oug.h there has been no consensus on tfli: matéilfJr (Hancheser
. lfi:s}glenrfi dcl)sltmctlon 1s a problematic one: on this see J. Harris . ‘Elegy in Old
NjE and d‘ Norse: a Problem in Literary History’, The O/d’E' /gZ E 2
o Thmg/f in Criticism and Research, ed. M. Green (Cranb’ury NJ 192%);r Ekflg’ﬁ
- 1he corpus of Exeter Book poems traditi das e
; c taditionally regarded legi i
of The Wanderer, The § eafarer, The Rimting Poem, Der, IV;/?‘ and Ez;sdij/;ie;zorl;}ts
s The Wikes
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trope of speaking through an imagined person, and it does not
constitute a lament.” Whereas the other elegies tend towards thoughts
of consolation at the end, The Ruin — although the final section is so
badly damaged that it is hard to say for sure — continues merely to
describe the past life of the imagined inhabitants of the city. It
features one of the most potent images of the Anglo-Saxon elegy —
the remains of a past civilization crumbling under the inescapable
pressure of fate (made explicit in The Ruin in line 24: oppat peet onwende
wyrd seo swipe)® — but, while The Wanderer, probably the locus classicus of
this motif, relates this general decay to the eardstapa’s personal lament
for his own vanished way of life, The Ruin takes this image and
expands it with unparalleled detail of the remains themselves, making
the overall tone of the poem — in the words of R. E Leslie — ‘an
imaginétive nostalgia for a glorious past, stimulated by a particular
scene spread out before the poet’s eyes’.” The overall theme, much
morte so than in the personal elegies, is simply sic zransit gloria mundi.
A model for this type of text can be found in variants upon the
encominm wrbis theme: there are abundant late Latin examples of
poems in praise of a city which, like The Ruin, desctibe in great detail

Lament, Resignation, The Husband’s Message and The Ruin. See the discussion of
elegy as a classification, rather than as a genre per se, in A. L. Klinck, The Old
English Elegies: an Edition and Genre Study (Montreal, 1992), pp. 13-14. ~
® The classic definition of the characteristics of Old English ‘elegy’ is that of
Greenfield: ‘a relatively short reflective or dramatic poem embodying a
contrasting pattern of loss and consolation, ostensibly based upon a specific
petsonal experience or observation, and expressing an attitude towards that
expetience’. S. B. Gteenfield, ‘The Old English Elegies’, Continuations and
Beginnings: Studies in Old English Literature, ed. E. G. Stanley (London, 1966), pp.
14275, at 143.
®See B. J. Timmer, “Wyrd in Anglo-Saxon Prose and Poetry’, Neophilologus 26
(1941), 24-33 and 213-28. The Ruin is quoted from ASPR 111, 227-9.

" Leslie, Three Old English Elegies, p. 3.
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rhetorical tract:?

Urbium 1 i ttori
o .aildem p@um conditoris dignitas ornat idque aut ad
o muétres pertinet aut etiam ad deos ut Athenas a Miner
i . 1 va
constitutas: et ne fabulosg potius quam vera videant
ur.

Secundus est i
pecund fie Specie moenium locus et situs, qui aut terrenus est 2 t
us et i monte vel in plano: tertius de N

virtute et i
N aimlhs et bello Propagatae. Laudamus etiam illud si ea civitas
plurtmos nobiles viros, quorum glotia lucem praebeat
ea

universis, '’
The ci i ; . .
menﬁotz (ileSFrlbid 1 The Ruin is praised in similar terms: the walls are
ed 1n the first line. v 0
‘wondrous’, even th h ’ h{ere they are desctibed as wreetlc
> ough wyrd ‘fate’ has shattered them Other

0
Now Paris Bibliothe i
. X que Nationale, Latin 7 i i
lr(I)nIz;ellaneous excerpts from rhetorical texts 30 which ontine @ mumber of
etores Latini Minores, ed K. F Halm ip2i
W7 , » ed- X F Halm (Leipzig, 1863), p. 587. “Th ’
togn(l)tc}lz furm’shes th(f. ﬁrs.t praise of cities, and it pettains t(I)) famous mee anders
80ds, as Athens is said to have been founded by Minerva: and the: O:héven
: ¢ things

e. The second relates to the

prowess in arms and war. And if this ci
; - L £ s city had man
furnished light to everyone, that we praise likewise. Y noble men
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architectural features — roofs, arches, gates — are described, which
would also fall into the ‘second praise’ of the city.

The customs of the departed troops of men may have a
particularly Germanic ring to them in The Ruin, with its description of
meodobeal] monig mondreama full ‘many a mead-hall, filled with the joys
of men’ (line 23), but it fits the pattern of the encomium. We know
that the inhabitants of the city were a martial people, and a noble
people: they wear armour as, proud and flushed with wine, they look
upon treasure, silver, on costly stones, on wealth, on property, on this
precious jewel, this bright city in this broad kingdom (32b—38). Even
after long years of decay, it is this impression of glory which comes

to captivate the author of The Ruin.
There is no evidence that the works of Menander the Rhetorician

or the eighth-century Frankish text quoted above were known in
Anglo-Saxon England, and yet the encominm urbis was a genre of
which the Anglo-Saxons were certainly aware." The late Old English
poem Durham, for example, is a neat exposition of the rhetorical
device in an English context: it briefly describes Durham’s location,
dwelling once again upon the waterways in the vicinity, and specifying
that there are stone constructions in the city. The main concern of
the Durham-poet is the town’s ecclesiastical glory, and so the
description of the bishops and holy men of Northumbria dominates
the bulk of the poem; but it is the town, specifically, which is ‘extolled

throughout Britain’:

Is deos burch breome geond Breotentice,
steppa gestadolad, stanas ymbutan
wundrum gewaxen. Weor ymbeornad,

ea youm stronge, and Oer inne wunad
feola fiscakyn on floda gemonge.

"' See M. Schlauch, ‘An Old English “Encomium Urbis”’, JEGP 40 (1941),
14-28.
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And. 693.1' gewexenis  wudafastern micel:

_wumad in dem wycum  wilda deor moni’ge
in Fieope dalum  deora ungetim. ’
Is in dere byri eac  bearnum gecyded

Oe arfesta  eadig Cudberch

and des clene cyninges heafud,

Osuualdes, Engle leo, and Aidan bisco
Eadberch and Eadfrid, axdele geferes i

Is der inne midd heom ZEdelwold bis.co
and breoma bocera Beda, and Boisil ablfot
e clene Cudberte on gechede ’
lerde lustum,  and he his lara wel genom
Eardizd 2t dem eadige '
unarimeda reliquia,
Ozt monia wundrum gewur i
midd dene drihnes wegr doif; bigzg.?ze e

in in dem minstre

Th '
! :g flflm and Durbam appear to form a distinct sub-group of Old
sh poetry with an urban setting. In A i
! . . lo-Latin, Alcuin’
de patribus, regibus et sanctis Eubop; N o et i
;) “uboricensis ecclesiae com i
" i . es close to fitting th

p}fra 1gm, altlhough it 1s only in one short passage near the be ing g
that the physical attributes of the city are desctibed: e

12

'ASPR VI, 27. “This town is extolled
with stones around it, wonderfully gr,
strong with waves, and therein dwell m

there is grown up a great forest: many
dales there are many beasts.

throughout Britain, established on high
own up. The Wear surrounds it, a ﬁve;
any sorts of fish, many in the flood. And
a wild animal lives in its lair, in the deep

Also in this t -
grace, the blessed Cuthbert; and the heag“zlf, ‘Z)eslivl;iiown oy Liadinstin

England; and bisho Aidan, an 1
Bishop Zthelwold II; there ivithdtl?:r(rilberh ke s
the abbot, who taught the holy
well. In the minster are burie
wonders come about, as wri
Judgement Day’

, and the famous scholar Bede, and Boisil
Cuthbert in friendship, and he took his teachin

q countless relics of the blessed; there .
tings relate, while God’s company await the
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Mecum ferte pedes, vesttis componite catmen

hoc precibus: patriae quoniam mens dicere laudes,

et veteres cunas properat ptoferre parumper

Euborticae gratis praeclarac versibus urbis!

Hanc Romana’manus muris et turribus altam

fundavit primo, comites sociosque laborum

indigenas tantum gentes adhibendo Britannas

nam tunc Romanos fecunda Britannia reges

sustinuit merito, mundi qui sceptra regebant.”  (15-23)

The correspondences in theme and imagery between Alcuin’s poem
and Durham are striking; it is worth noting that, in these two texts, as
well as in The Ruin, it is only stone-built, Roman cities, which are
lauded. Native Anglo-Saxon habitations, built in wood, do not seem
to have attracted the attentions of such poets.™

The remains of the city in The Ruin are stone, but they have
crumbled all the same, and so this poem is not such a straightforward
exposition of a city’s good points: it takes the eulogistic rhetoric of
the encomium and applies it to a vision of a destroyed settlement and
its vanished inhabitants. The overall mood might thus be said to
resemble that of the de excidio,” a type of text, if not a recognizable

5 Aleuin: The Bishops, Kings, and Saints of York, ed. P. Godman (Oxford, 1982),
p- 4. “Walk with me, compose this song with your prayers: for my mind hastens
to speak praises of our homeland, and quickly to proclaim in pleasant verses
the ancient origins of the most renowned city of York. This high city a Roman
hand first founded with walls and towers, bringing as companions and partners
in these works only the native British people: for fertile Britain then rightly
suppotted Roman rulers, who reigned over all the earth’

“R. L Page, Anglo-Saxon Aptitudes (Cambridge, 1985), pp. 22—4, notes that
Anglo-Saxon ruins could themselves be imposing, but this does not seem to
have prompted poetic endeavour in the same way that Roman remains did.

1% Zanna, ‘“Descriptiones urbium™’, p. 524, offers a definition of a sub-genre
of ¢legiae urbinm, which he sees as a ‘meditative reflection on the fated downfall

of great cities, their present and future state’.
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genre, which was well known in Anglo-Saxon England as a result of
Glldaé’s polemical De exvidio Brittaniae.'® But a closer parallel to The
thm is offered by a sixth-century Latin work on the decay of a
c1v1hzati9n, Venantius Fortunatus’s De exvidip Thuringiae. 1n particular.
the opening of this poem, with its emphasis on fate as the agent of’
destruction, and its dwelling on the architectural features of the city,
seems to encapsulate the mood of the first half of The Ruin. ,

Condicio belli tristis, sors invida rerum!

quam subito lapsu tegna superba cadunt!

quae steterant longo felicia culmina tractu

victa sub ingenti clade cremata iacent.

aula palatino quae floruit antea cultu,

hanc modo pro cameris maesta favilla tegit.

ardua quae rutilo nituere ornata metallo,

pallidus oppressit fulgida tecta cinis.

missa sub hostili domino captiva potestas,

decidit in humili gloria celsa loco.!” (1-10)

Although this is only a brief excerpt from a much longer work, the
cor?esponc?ences between the two poems make the Fortunatus p’oem
an interesting analogue — even if it cannot be claimed as a direct
source — especially since Venantius Fortunatus was known in Anglo-
Saxon England." Of early Latin authors, Bede knew at least one of

16 1r . wp - i .
601’\2.“}3141:;1'1& The “Ruin Motif™ in Old English Poetry’, Angha 94 (1976), 339—
" Venanti Honori Clementions Fortunati presbyters itabici: Opera poetica, ed. F. Leo
I\IQH Auct. antiq. 4.1 (Berlin, 1881), 271. ‘O sad condition of ’War O fatej
envious of things! With what sudden collapse have proud kingdoms fal,len' The
plnnaclfes, which had stood happy for so long, lie conquered, burned benf;ath a
g.reat disaster. The halls which flourished in Imperial care — ’these thf; mournful
cinders now troof, in place of vaults, The high gleaming roofs which once
shone, adorn.ed with red-gold metal — pale ash now smothers them. Power was
“See B W, Home, Momuscrpt e, it s bumble phc:

) ¢ for Knowledge of the Poems of
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his poems, and Alcuin was familiar enough with his work to cite him
as a source.”” It should not surprise us to discover, however, that the
Anglo-Saxon author who seems to have known and used the works
of Venantius Fortunatus more than any other Englishman of the
petiod is Aldhelm, abbot of Malmesbury, bishop of Sherborne and
“first English man of letters’” It has been demonstrated, by Andy
Orchard in patticular, that Aldhelm knew the full range of
Fortunatus’s work, both his monumental 1772 S. Martini, as well as his
eleven volumes of occasional poetry.” This knowledge forms an
important part of the ‘remembered reading’ which underlies
Aldhelm’s own writings. And thus, when we find references to urban
decay in Aldhelm, it may be tempting to see the influence of
Fortunatus somewhere behind them.

Aldhelm’s attitude to the past is necessatily coloured by his
Christian beliefs: we see this when he speaks of the folly of pagans in
believing fate to be the guiding force of their lives. He throws this in

Venantius Fortunatus in Late Anglo-Saxon England’ (with an appendix,
‘Knowledge of the Poems in the Eatlier Period’, by M. Lapidge), ASE 8 (1979,
279-95; Lapidge’s appendix is repr. in his Awugh-Latin Literatnre, 600-899
(London, 1996), pp. 399-407. The findings of Hunt and Lapidge supersede
those of J. D. A. Ogilvy, Books Known to the English, 597—1066 (Cambridge, MA,
1967), p. 140. Influence of Venantius Fortunatus upon The Raur has long been
suspected. See, for example, A. Brandl, “Venantius Fortunatus und die
angelsichsischen Elegien Wanderer und Ruine, ASNSL. 139 (1919), 84; C. A.
Hotchner, Wessex: and Old English Poetry, with Special Consideration of The Ruin
(New York, 1939), pp. 103-22, esp. 116~17, where she discusses knowledge of
Venantius Fortunatus in Wessex; and Lee, ‘Bath or Babylon?’, p. 449.

" Lapidge, ‘Barlier Period’, pp. 291—4. It is in the Versus de patribus, regibus et
sanctis Euboricensis ecclesiae that Alcuin relies most heavily on Fortunatus,
reproducing vetbatim diction from the Vita S. Martini.

M. Lapidge and J. L. Rostet, A/dbelm: The Poetic Works (Cambridge, 1985), p. 1.
' A. P. M. Otchard, The Poetic Art of Aldbelm, CSASE 8 (Cambridge, 1994),

191-5.
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as an appropriate aside during his narration of the life of St Benedict
in his prose De uirginitate.

siquidem post deruta simulacrorum sacella et dissipatas fanaticae
gentilitatis cactemonias, quae vitam veritatis expettem fato fortunae et
genesi gubernari iuxta mathematicorum constellationem.”

The Ruin is not given to such overt moralizing, but from the very start
of the poem the telationship between paganism, fate and the
destruction of the city is implicit. Line 1 mentions fate, and line 2
describes the enza geweore, a term which I take to refer particularly to
the remains left behind by a Roman, and importantly a pagan,
civilization.” The reference in line 27 to hyra wigsteal “their temples’,
implies a pagan sanctuary.® There is a degree of moral irony in the

2 De wirginitate, ch. 30: Aldbely; Opera, ed. R. Ehwald, MGH Auct. antiq. 15
(Berlin, 1919), 269. ‘After the sanctuaries of idols had been destroyed and the
ceremonies of fanatical paganism routed — (paganism) which thinks according
to the gang of astrologers, that life, empty of true meaning, is governed by the
decree and formaton of fortune’ M. Lapidge and M. Herren, .Aldbeln: The Prose
Works (Ipswich, 1979), p. 90.

* The phrase enta Leweore appears a total of seven times in Old English verse
(see Table 1 on p. 38 below), and although this ptecise collocation does not
necessarily refer to Roman remains in all these texts, it is possible to infer from
the use of burh enta as an epithet for Rome in F/ere that the Romans could quite
propetly be desctibed as ‘giants’ in OId English verse. For A. V., Talentino, the
implication of enta in the context of The Ruin is men of a former age who lived
outside of Christian morality (‘Moral Irony in The Ruir’, Papers in Lang. and Lz,
14 (1978), 3-10, at 5. On the wider meaning and significance of this phrase, see
D J. Frankis, “The Thematic Significance of enta geweorc and Related Imagery in
The Wanderer, ASE 2 (1973), 253-69; cf. E. V. Thotnbuty, ‘eald enta geweor and
the Relics of Empire: Revisiting the Dragon’s Lair in Beownlf, below pp. 00~00.
* There has been some debate over the meaning of wigsteal Leslie stated that
‘all the other compounds of wig in Old English are used in the context of war
(Three Old English Efegies, p- 73). As Wentersdotf points out (‘Observations on
The Rauir’, p. 174), Leslie’s assertion is incorrect: wigsteal itself bears the
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suggestion that these pagans, who believed in fate, were themselve;
undone by its capriciousness.” Aldhelm would surely. have approz;e

of such a conclusion, as he probably wished to associate St B_ene. ict
with the prophecy in Amos VIL9: ‘demohenFur excelsa 1d.o.h (lzt
sanctificationes Israhel desolabuntur’.® This attitude unsurprisingly
permeates Aldhelm’s writings, and yet it is well l.mown' that h? rei;i
with great relish the works of pagan authors. ‘H1s pupil, .fEthlflwa ,
wrote to praise Aldhelm the teacher for the ‘veritable sagacity o yo;llr
blessedness, being imbued, I believe, with almo§t all praisewort 5{7
writings, both of secular (literature) produced \x,zlth the ﬂuelncy (})l *
verbal eloquence, as well as of the spiritual corpus’. The eterna trul;c :1
of scripture of course took precedence,‘ but t.he pagan aUt}.]OtZ a

left behind a body of work which was stll pralseworth}‘f for'lts form,
if not for the belief system it may have represented. Likewise in The
Ruin, the remains are magnificent, even if the pagans themselves have
Mthzrlz(}llzlwrrz potential indebtedness to Fortunatgs and ‘Fhe a.’e exam’zlz
tradition, however, reveals itself in specific episodes in his wor

(Christian) meaning of ‘sanctuary’ in two Old English texts (Letofrzgdf/mzz, f:]:é
A. S. Napier, Trans. of the Philol. Soc. 1908, 1.84; Lc{zw of IQ/ggd gﬂif‘h,or ‘
wifmannes beweddunge”: Ancient Laws and Institutes of England, ed. B. o Ed
(London, 1840) II, 254), and there are numerous ?ompounfis Whl(Ci}’I afe . oS ;267

from wig and refer to pagan idols: see B-T, swvv. ‘wiggild’, ‘wig ,
‘wi . etc.

z?%gh“;:(;tfizttl %1:’13 been made by Talenu:nc?, ‘Moral Irony’, 8-10; h.e Ero;)alilz gt;);:z
too far, however, in asctibing a moralistic element to the Poem, t e. es I()i :
of the former inhabitants’ way of life (lines 32b-36), Whlch Talentino re; tls1 :ir
condemnation for their drunken wantonness and savagery in Warfa.rﬂe‘an/_ o

profligate wealth, does not imply such condemnation: hir:; :il;, t]za)t is cynelic ping,
¢ i ing’, seems to close the poem on a pos -

Zf’h‘?[f}::: ;Z;béiaziljif, the idol shall be demolished, and the sanctuaries of Israel

shall be laid waste.’
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rather than in his general outlook. In the Carmen de nirginitate, durin

the account of the life of St Sylvester, he tells us of a drean,l Whid%
.the emperor Constantine had, and which Sylvester interpreted as an
1nstruct19n that the imperial capital should be moved to
Constantinople. In the dream, a hideous crone is tevived from death

and re;uvgmted, and the emperor does her great honour. This is how
Sylvester interprets the dream:

Femina, quam torua crevisti luce vetustam,

Quae tibi horrebat multum squalenté senecta,

Urbs est, quam vulgo Bizanti nomine dicunt:
Constantinopolis post haec vocitetur in aevum!

Nomine nempe tuo gestat pet saecla triumphos;

In qua murorum praecelsa cacumina quondam

Nunc prostrata solo veterescunt arce ruenti;

Moenia marcescunt et propugnacula nutant,

Quae quassat caries et frangit fessa vetustas.”’ (632-40)

Conétannne 1s charged with rebuilding the city, and Aldhelm
continues the construction metaphor:

Per quos erectis castrorum turribus altis
Moenia murorum testaures imbrice rubral® (646-7)

The detail of 'the colour of the bricks, together with the description
of the crumbling walls and battlements, is not traceable to a previous

'27 A/fi/?e/mz' Opera, ed. Ehwald, p. 379. “The woman, whom you thought was old
1n grim appearance, who disgusted you so much by her decrepit senility, is the
city which men commonly call by the name of Byzantium: henceforth Ic:,t ith
cglled Constantinople for all time. Indeed, in your name it will perfo N
trlumphs throughout all ages. In this city the once lofty heights have r(P;wn IE
and now, fallen from their eminence, they lie strewn on the ground gTh O]l
decay and the battlements totter — decay shatters these things and 'mﬁrinWZIS
ggge destroys them.” Lapidge and Rosiet, Poetic Works, p-117.

Aldbelmi Opera, ed. Ehwald, p- 380. ‘Having erected the lofty towers of a

fortress, you shall renew the walls of ildi i
tess, the build ick.” Lapi
Roen Pout 1 e ing with red brick. Lapidge and
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version of the Vita Syluestri and it strongly recalls parts of The Ruin.
Further extraneous details about the nature of building materials
are found in Aldhelm’s prose rendering of the episode from Sulpicius
Severus’s 17ta . Martini in which Martin destroys the pagan temples.
The soutce text describes Martin’s desire to destroy the temple, and
the way in which he had to call upon divine assistance to achieve this
goal.” Aldhelm usually extracts carefully the fundamental parts of the
narrative from his sources in the prose De uirginitate, in line with the
text’s nature as a catalogue of saintly behaviour: there is little room
for embellishment. And yet in this instance he goes on to describe the
temples in much more detail than does Sulpicius:
Prscorum dilubra paganorum a cimentario politissimis compacta
petris rubrisque tegularum imbricibus tecta mortalium diffidens
amminiculo et angelorum fretus suffragio, qui hastati et scutati famulo
Dei praesidium laturi venisse leguntur, solo tenus deruta quassavit,

evertit, destruxit.”’

Fere pagans are once again explicitly linked to building in stone: the
shrines of their gods were evidently an impressive structure, built, like
the city in The Ruin, by craftsmen. In the Old English, the builders are
referred to as waldend wyrbtan ‘lords and makers’, or else possibly a
compound meaning mastet-builders. This collocation of waldend and
wyhrta occurs elsewhere in Old English as an epithet for the Christian

* Sulpicius Severus, Viza S. Martini, ch. 13. Quoted by Ehwald, A/dbelmi Opera,
p- 201.

* De uirginitate, ch. 26: Aldbelmi Opera, ed. Ehwald, p. 262. “The sanctuaries of
the ancient pagans which had been constructed from stones polished by the
mason and covered with red roof tiles, he shattered, overturned and destroyed
by casting them to the ground, distrusting the assistance of mortals and relying
on the help of the angels, who are said to have come armed with spears and
shields to bring aid to the servant of God. Lapidge and Herren, Prose Works,

p- 85.

35




Christopher Abram

deity;” this implies a high degree of approbation for the creative skills
of these heathen artisans, and the temples that Aldhelm describes are
also worthy of mention for the quality of their construction.

. Altbough terracotta or clay roof tiles are naturally red, it is
mter.estmg to note that both Aldhelm and the Rﬂz'n—poet, both
s.peclﬁcally describe the roofs of the buildings as being this colour. Tn
line 30 of The Ruin thete is a very unusual descriptive phrase wh.ich
expresses this: ond pas teaforgeapa tigelum sceaded. Tigel for ‘roof tile’ is
found nowhere else in the poetic cotpus, and leaforgeap is a hapax
legéménon, the meaning of which has been much disputed, but
which is 2 compound with the first element meaning ‘red lead’.”’This
ha.s.bee.n adduced partly from its appearance as a gloss for Latin
minin in the Antwerp glossary.” Tigelum, which is not uncommon in
Pros.e, is also found in glosses, and it is used to gloss the lemma
m.zbr'm"/;m i.n the same passage on St Martin from Aldhelm’s prose De
migmitate in two manusctipts: Brussels, Bibliotheque Royale, 1650,
and Oxfotd, Bodleian Library, Digby 146.%> So the Rz/z'n-poet,appea’rs
to choose words which might have been obtained from glossaties to

31
N See Table 1 (below, p. 38) for text references.
 See Klinck, O/ English Elegses, i
. k, » P- 216. The rendering of #

idopts is ‘this red-arched thing’, this ‘arch of red stone’.g g thit she
O/Antwe-rp, P}anﬂn—Motems Museum 47. Printed by T. Wright, Anglo-Sascon and
Tl.la’ En.(g/zmrb T/ombh/.afzef, 2nd ed,, rev. R. P Wiilker, 2 vols. (London 1884) 1, 34
fy erle 1s;;lso ZnBedluZ)n by L. Kindschi, The Latin-Old English Glossaries in P/;mtz'/;

oretus 52 and British Musenns MS Additional 3 i i
Sntord Uare 1950, thonal 32246 (unpubl. PhD dissertation,
34 :
dT/JeL Ol English Glosses of MS. Brussels, 1650 (Aldbeln’s De laudibus virginstalis)
ed. L. Goossens, Vethandelingen van de Koninklijke Academie voo;
Wetenschappen, Letteren en Schone Kunsten van Belgié: Klasse der Letteren
14 (Brussels, 1974), 291 (glossing line 2218).
™ Old English Glpsses, Chigfly U, 1 i

; 'ty Unpublished, ed. A. S. Napier, A iensi

(Oxford, 1900), nos. 10, 2261 and 2262. pien Ancedota Oxonlensia 4
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describe almost exactly the same architectural detail as the text from
in which one of the glosses was available.

Throughout, the vocabulary of The Ruin is highly idiosyncratic,
and merits further discussion. Of the 225 words in this poem, 37 are
found nowhere else in Old English verse, which equates to 16.4%,
and of these 37, 24 are unique compounds. Although a comparison
with the rest of Old English is difficult, such an incidence of hapax
legomena seems unusually high. Many of the compounds are part of
a vocabulaty of architectural and topographical description newly
coined to describe an urban scene, and so the proportion of new
words is perhaps unsurprising, but this reliance on neologisms
displaces to a large extent the formulaic diction which normally
characterizes this type of poetry. Apatt from enta geweorc in line 2,
there are only seven formulas which appear elsewhere in the corpus;
even these are rarely found in an identical syntactic or metrical
situation. The effect of this switch from formulaic doublets to
unusual, apparently newly-invented compounds is to create a
heightened poetic vocabulary which requires greater interpretation on
the part of the audience, which was probably accustomed to the
repetition of standard formulas as both a structural device, and a way
of placing a text within a wider poetic context known to them. The
vocabulary of The Ruin is part of a process of defamiliarization,
which shifts the text slightly away from the expected norms of Old
English verse. This process might be said to mirror the lexical choices
made by Aldhelm and other authots of ‘hermeneutic’ Latin, where
archaisms, Graecisms and glossary words all contributed to the

complex, prolix and somewhat tortuous nature of their prose.”

% The vocabulary of the hermeneutic style was defined by Lapidge as ‘the
ostentatious parade of unusual, often very arcane and apparently learned
vocabulary’, including archaisms, neologisms, and loan-words, particularly from
Greek. ‘The Hermeneutic Style in Tenth-Century Anglo-Latin Literature’, ASH
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F . .
ormula in The Ruir Other Exeter Book poems Poems from other codices

1 wrathe is pes wealstan

X Mascims 1T 3
enta geweore Wanderer 87 Maxcims I1 2
Beownlf 2717, 2774
i Abndreas 1235, 1495
wy Christ and Satan 584
Awndreas 702
Mer Boethi;
11 steap geap Mm’;;ifﬂ ;;tblw n
Solomon and Saturn 453
Genesis A
25 swylt eall fornom Jub: ””6752558
ana
34 whone ond wingal Seafarer 29
A1 hat on brepre Beownlf3148
cown,

Table 1. Formulaic diction in The Ruin. |

As can be seen from Table 1, the one text which shows a

;urprlsingly high n‘umber of verbal parallels to The Ruin is Mascims I
n the first five lines, we learn that cities are seen from afar the'

ingeni i 1
genious work of giants, those which there are on this earth
wondrous work of wall-stones’: ,

Cyning sceal rice healdan.  Ceastra beod feorran gesyne
oréan.c enta geweorc, ba pe on pysse eordan syndon, ,
wretlic weallstana geweorc.  Wind byd on lyfte swifttist

;19(9139)75;,1) 6716151_11,4:; 67, repr. in his _Anglo-Iatin Literature, 900—1066 (London
Vocab,u lair.e o ,1 s;:e alsolthe rem‘arks of ]. Marenbon, ‘Les soutces du,
1079y 7500 1 WeEm,l 1‘47".6/710}17.71 Latzm?‘az‘z'y Medsi Aevi (Bulletin du Cange) 41
PML/} s 1.92-3 . Eatl, ‘Hisperic Style'm the Old English “Rhyming Poem™’

(1987), 187-96, attempts, with limited success, to apply the criteria,

of hermeneutic Latin style to the O i 70t i
o pemmeneutc La tyle to the Old English Riming Poem, which is also found
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punar byd pragum hludast. ptymmas syndan Cristes myccle,

wytd byd swidost.” (1-5a)
Here, fate is said to be the most severe, recalling line 24b of The Ruin,
wyrd seo swipe. It scems strange that a poem of such a general
proverbial aspect should use phrases which are found also in a poem
which is so rooted in a specific location, and which uses such an
unusual vocabulary to describe a specific scene. As Maxims II 1s
believed to be among the earliest extant Old English poems, possibly
dating in some form to the conversion period,” we might safely
assume that if the author of The Ruin borrows from any one
vernacular text, Maxims 11 is that poem.

But the author of The Ruin departs from the norms of Old
English not merely by his use of a non-standard vocabulary. He or
she also demonstrates a number of stylistic quirks which seem
unusual, but which may have parallels in Anglo-Latin. The most
striking example of this is the prevalence of double alliteration,
where two stressed syllables in the first half-line alliterate with each
other as well as with a stressed syllable in the off-line. 80% (32 out of
40) of the legible verses in The Ruin feature double alliteration, which
is clearly a vety conscious effect. The oppet-clause at line 24, which is
the culmination of the first half of the poem, with its reference to
fate as an agent of change, has only single alliteration, after a very

3 ASPR VI, 55. ‘A king must rule a kingdom. Cities are seen from afar, the
ingenious work of giants, those which there are on this earth, wondrous work
of wall-stones. Wind is swiftest in the air, thunder the loudest in its seasons.
The powers of Christ are great; fate is the most severe.

% See, e.g, A. Brandl, ‘Vom kosmologischen Denken des heidnisch-christlichen
Germanentums: der frith-ags. Schicksalsspruch der Handschrift Tiberius B.13
und seine Verwandheit mit Boethius’, Sitzungherichte der prenfiischen Akadenie der
Wissenschaften, phil-hist. Klasse 16 (1937), 116-25; A. Ricci, “The Chronology of
Anglo-Saxon Poetry’, RES 5 (1929), 257-60.
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ne.arly continuous string of double-alliterating verses up to this point;
this patterning directs our attention to fate’s role in the city’s deca ’
Elsewhere in Old English, double alliteration is faitly common Wl.tfl‘
an average of almost 47% of lines bearing this type of alh'ter’ation
but no other poem is neatly so insistent in its use of this device.” ’
o A'ldhelm, it has been suggested, made a feature of alliteration in
tmitation of vernacular practice in his octosyllabic Latin verse * and
this includes some instances of double alliteration, but Ald’helrn’s
aPproach to this device is unsystematic, and only 23% of the lines in
ms Carmen rhythmicum featare double alliteration, It is in the works of
his pupil, /Ethilwald, that the rate of double alliteration in Latin
octosyllables shoots up above even the average distribution of this
type of line in Old English, and the structure of these lines is
practically identical to that of the vernacular model. There is little
doubt that /Ethilwald consciously imitated vernacular verses. as
Aldhelm rebuked him in a letter for pethaps straying too close to, the
pagan  poetry that Zthilwald suggests he learnt from Aldhelm
himself* thilwald’s alliterative practices in his octosyllabic verse
sbow that he has learnt all too well the art of secular vetsification. In
his poetry, for example, all vowels alliterate with each other, and £, »
and ph all alliterate, just as in Anglo-Saxon macaronic poetry.é And ’as
bot.h his poetry and The Ruin stand so far above comparable texts’ in
their use of double alliteration, it is perhaps not too far-fetched to
postulate potential influence of the one upon the other. It may seem

3(
4: B.R. H'utcheson, O/d English Poetic Metre (Cambridge, 1995), p. 271.

M. Lapidge, ‘Aldhelm’s Latin Poetry and Old English Verse’, Comparative 1 it
31 (1979), 209-31, at 218-23, repr. in his Anglo-Latin Literature, 600—899 PP
247-269; Orchard, Poetic Are, pp. 45-7. o
41

A!dhelm, Letter to Ethilwald Aldpetmi Opera, ed. Ehwald, p- 500. 'Trans
Lapidge and Herren, Prose Works, p- 168. . .
¥ Orchard, Poetic Art, p. 49, n. 114,
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a perverse line of argument, that a specifically Germanic metrical
feature should lead to the suggestion of Latin influence, but through
Aldhelm, Athilwald and down into the octosyllables of other West
Saxon poets such as Boniface and his circle, all of whom existed in a
West Saxon literary milieu similar to that which probably produced
The Ruin, alliteration was almost as much a part of Anglo-Latin
stylistics as it was of Old English.” Latin authors, however, did not
rely on alliteration for their metre as vernacular poets generally do; it
was a conscious poetic effect, and the heightened use of double
alliteration in The Ruin seems to be an attempt to achieve something
similar. That the Ruin-poet’s approach to double alliteration may be
paralleled with AEthilwald’s is perhaps shown by the fact that Riddle
40, a translation of one of Aldhelm’s Latin Enigmata, in fact shows
considerably less than average double alliteration: 30%, which is not
too far away from the 23% of lines in Aldhelm’s rhythmical verse
which exhibit this feature. This may constitute evidence that Latinate
Anglo-Saxon poets were capable of a good deal of sensitivity in
choosing when and where they appropriated stylistic effects from the
other tradition.

Thete are other stylistic features which may have derived from
Latin: the six instances of rhyme in this poem, and the other
instances of rhyme in Old English verse, have been identified as a
Latinate device,* although the internal half-line rhyme of lines such
as scorene, gedrorene (5b) and steap geap gedreas (10b) much more closely
resembles the type of rhyme which predominates in Old English
verse — with the exception of The Riming Poem and lines 1236-50 of
Elene, both of which texts exhibit something akin to leonine rhyme —

* Thid., pp. 242-53.
“ Rarl, ‘Hisperic Style’, pp. 189-91. The best discussion of rhyme in Old

English is that of O. D. Macrae-Gibson in the introduction to his edidon of The
Old English Riming Poem (Cambridge, 1983), pp. 21-5.
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than the end-thyme which is often found in Anglo-Latin couplets.®
Tée Ruin is also notable for its unusually low incidence o'f
fsn;arn.bment; most lines are self-contained sense units,* Aldhelm, too
Is noticeable for the prevalence of end-stopping in his hexan’qeteli
verse, perhaps as a result of his inexperience with the metre;*’ his
caesura—patt‘ermng is simplistic and unvaried, with the caesura in his
hexameter lines falling with great regularity in the middle of the
hexameter line, creating something similar to vernacular half-lines.* It
seems clear that even the stylistic quitks of the Ruin-poet cannot be
sourced to a particular Anglo-Latin author, they can often be
paralleled in the works of Aldhelm and his followers.

’Fhere has been a growing suspicion over the years that Old
English and Anglo-Latin poetry must have been mutually influential;*
Anglo-Saxon poets who wrote in Latin would naturally have knov;n
Old English, and William of Malmesbury’s oft-quoted description of
Aldh.elm’s unmatched prowess as a vernacular poet is worth
mentioning again.™ It is interesting to note that the poems for which

45 12 :
5 Sf:(i E Kluge, “Zur Geschichte des Reimes im Altgermanischen’, Pau/ Braun
eitrige 9 (1894), 422-50, esp. 425-6 and 429-30. Of Old English poems
B;owzzﬁ appears to contain the most instances of this type of rthyme; szeap gea];
Ledreas resembles Beowulf 14232 flod bisde weol, and e ’
Ent 4630 i e A ven mote closely resembles
46 oy qe .
_ Not until lines 6b—7a is there a phrase which makes no sense within a half.
gne: agother extreme stylistic effect; Lee, ‘Bath or Babylon?’, p. 452.
pol;létllll)llcige, hAli}ll;tnl’s Latin Poetry’, p- 217. Orchard, Poeric _Ars p- 115
ates that elm’s attitude towards end-stopped h v indicate
the influence of ‘oral tradition’. preesmeter may indicate
@ Orchard, Poetic Ary, pp- 92-4.
49
> See, e.,g., W E . BolFon, ‘Pre-Conquest  Anglo-Latin: DPerspectives and
rospects’, Comparative Lit. 23 (1 971), 151-66; Earl, ‘Hisperic Style’, p. 187; and
{_,apldge, ‘Aldhelm’s Latin Poetry’. o ’
50 4
Gesta Pontificum, ed. N. . S. A. Hamilton, RS (.ondon, 1870), p- 336.
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influence of Anglo-Latin have been claimed are generally associated
with a West Saxon literary milieu: Michael Lapidge has forcefully
argued for a West Saxon origin for Beownlf”' whilst James W. Eatl’s
insistence that the Exeter Book Riming Poem constitutes an example

of ‘hisperic’ Old English analogous to ‘hermeneutic’ Latin would

militate in favour of a West Saxon origin, as the hermeneutic style

was developed and popularized in West Saxon foundations. The

translation of Aldhelm’s Enigma c, ‘De creatura’, into Old English 1s

similarly preserved in the Exeter Book as Riddle 40. Tt seems

incontestable that The Ruin should be viewed as part of this same

bilingual tradition of West Saxon poetics: first, it is almost certainly a
poem desctibing Bath, and it is preserved in a Wessex manuscript.

The stylistic features shared by The Ruin and Latin poems of Aldhelm
and his followers are suggestive, but they can be no more than that:
to compare Old English verse and Latin hexametrical or octosyllabic
verse is not to compatre like with like: their verse forms must, by their
nature, differ much more than they agree.

The Ruin, however, is not to be associated with the West Saxon
Anglo-Latin tradiion merely on stylistic grounds; there is a
cumulative weight of evidence, which seems incontrovertible. The
Ruin’s formulaic diction may be found in a small number of texts, all
with possible West Saxon connections: The Wanderer is preserved in
the Fxeter Book; Beowulf is possibly West Saxon and has been
associated with Aldhelm, and Andreas may be closely connected to
Beownlf, on lexical grounds; Maxims II has been claimed as a West
Saxon production.” Thete are also the similarities between The Ruin

' M. Lapidge, ‘Beownlf, Aldhelm, the Liber Monstrornm and Wessex’, SM, 3rd ser.
23 (1982), 151-92, repr. in his Anglo-Latin Literature, 600-899, pp. 271-312.

2 The provenance of Maxims II, which is preserved only in London, British
Library, Cotton Tiberius Bi (5. xi™), is unclear; two suggestions have been
offered. S. A. Brooke, The History of Early English Literature, 2 vols. (London,
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and the De excidio Thuringiae of Venantius Fortunatus, whose work was
sufficiently well known in early Wessex that King Ine (688-726) had
an epigram based upon Fortunatus’s poems inscribed in his new
church at Glastonbury; Aldhelm is otherwise the only Southumbrian
author who demonstrably quotes from Fortunatus.® Most compelling
of all, though, are the direct links between the motif of ruined cities
in The Ruin and the wotks of Aldhelm. Kathryn Hume, rightly
stressing that motif study must be tigorous to have any validity or
usefulness, argues that there is no ‘“ruin motif’ in Old English
poetry;™ T think it safe to say, however, that the use made of ruin
imagery by Aldhelm and the author of The Ruin constitutes a motif
by itself, a motif which represents a shared attitude towards the
Roman past; but it is a motif within Anglo-Saxon poetry, not merely
Old English. The peculiatities of The Ruin may best be explained by
examining them in the context of an Anglo-Saxon poetic culture
which breaks down the bartiets between Latin and the vernacular, just
as Aldhelm broke down those barriers when he interspersed his
crowd-pleasing tales in Old English with quotations from sctipture.®

1892) 1I, 241-90 discusses the Maxims poems and argues that they were
composed at Yotk. A Wessex origin is hypothesized, albeit on not much firmer

grounds, by M. Anderson and B. C. Williams, O/ English Handbook (Boston,
MA, 1935), p. 287.

* Lapidge, ‘Eatlier Period’, pp. 402-3,

™ Hume, “The “Ruin Motif ”?, pp. 259-60.

*1 should like to thank Andy Otrchard and Emily Thotnbury for their help
with this paper, and the members of the 2000 Cambridge Colloquium in

Anglo-Saxon, Norse and Celfic, particularly Clare Lynch, for their helpful
discussion.
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Did Columba’s Tunic Bring Rain?
Early Medieval Typological Action
and ModernHistorical Method

Lawrence P. Mortis
Harvard University

Like most medieval hagiography, Adomnan’s Vita S. Columbae focusc?s
on the miraculous. As a result, his narrative, and those of his
contemporaries, has frequently met incred.uhty among Amodern
audiences. Occasionally, however, various episodes in hagiography
directly challenge our genetal assumption of ahistoricity. O}n,e su(j,h
episode appears in book two, chapter forty-four of Adomr‘lan s Vita
S. Columbae. Since this episode is the focus of my paper, I give it here
in full.

Miraculum quod nunc deo propitio describere incipimus, nostris
temporibus factum propriis inspeximus ocuhs.‘ Ante annos namque
ferme xuit. in his torpentibus terris ualde grandis uetno temgore facta
est siccitas fugis et dura, in tantum ut' illg dqmlm in .leu1‘t1co libro
transgressoribus coaptata populis comminatio uideretur inminere, qua
dicit: ‘Dabo caclum uobis desuper sicut ferrum, et terram eneam.
Consummetur incassum labor uester, nec proferet terra germen nec
arbores poma praecbebunt’, et cetera. Np§ itaqe .h.aec le.gentesl,]i et
inminentem plagam pertimescentes, hoc inito consilio fieri cgns1 ati
sumus, ut aliqui ex nostris senioribus nuper a.ratum et' semlna'mr’n
campum cum sancti Columbae candida circumirent tunica, et libtis
stilo ipsius discriptis, leuarentque in aere et excuterent eandem per ter
tunicam qua etiam hora exitus eius de carne indutus erat, et elcll,ls
aperirent libros et legerent in colliculo .angelor.uxln, ubi .ahquzclln o
caelestis patriae ciues ad beati uiri condictum uisi sunt discendere.
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Quae postquam omnia fuxta initum sunt peracta consilium, mirum
dictu, eadem die caelum in praeteritis mensibus, martio uidelicet et
apteli, nudatum nubibus mira sub celeritate ipsis  de ponto
ascendentibus ilico opertum est, et pluia [s7] facta est magna die
noctuque discendens. Et sitiens ptius terra satis satiata oportune
germina produxit sua, et ualde laetas eodem anno segites.!

Adomnin’s claim to have witnessed this event with his own eyes
makes a strong claim to historical accuracy, and has convinced
Chatles Doherty, Maire Herbert and others of the event’s occurrence.’

" Adomnian, Vita S. Columbae Ixliv: Adomnans Life of Columba, ed. A. O. .

Anderson and M. O, Anderson, 2nd ed. (Oxford, 1991), p- 172, “The miracle
which by God’s favour we are now about to tecount took place in our own time
and we witnessed it with our own eyes. It happened about seventeen years ago.
Right through the spring 2 severe drought lasted unrelieved so that our fields
were baked dry. It was so bad that we thought our people were threatened by
the curse which the Lord imposed on those who transgressed, where it says in
Leviticus: “I will make your heaven as iron, and your earth as brass. And your
strength shall be spent in vain: for your land shall not yield her increase, neither
shall the trees of the land yield their fruit”, and so forth. As we read this and
thought with fear of the blow that threatened, we debated what should be
done, and decided on this. Some of out elders should walk around the fields
that had lately been ploughed and sown, cartying with them St Columba’s white
tunic and books which the saint had himself copied. They should hold aloft the
tunic, which was the one he wore at the hour of his departure from the flesh,
and shake it three times. They should open his books and read aloud from them
at the Hill of Angels, whete from time to time the citizens of heaven used to be
seen coming down to converse with the saint. When all these things had been
done as we had decided, on the same day — wonderful to tell — the sky, which
had been cloudless through the whole of March and April, was at once covered,
extraordinarily quickly, with clouds tising from the sea, and heavy rain fell day
and night. The thirsty ground was quenched in time, the seed germinated and in
due course there was a patticularly good harvest.” R. Shatpe, Adomnin of Iona:
Life of St Columba (Harmondsworth, 1995), pp. 199-200.

*M. Herbert, Iona, Kells, and Derry: the History and Hagiography of the Monastic
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Not all have been convinced, however. Richard Sharpe, following
Gertrud Brining, has drawn attention to the general and verbal
similarities of Adomnan’s account to an episode recorded ig Gregoty
the Great’s Dialggi” According to Gregory, whenever the citizens o.f
Nursia were threatened by a long drought, they would raise the tunic
of Futhicius, offer up prayers, and process through t.he. ﬁfel.ds,
whereupon rain would come at once.* As a result of Fhese s@nﬂaﬂtles,
Sharpe comments, ‘Adomnan’s use of this text...raises an mso.luble
problem: ... Did it happen, is it a literary fiction, or was the act itself

influenced by Gregory’s book?”
I believe that this problem is not insoluble. Moreover, an answer

to the question of the episode’s historicity is important for the literary
historian, since whether or not the event occurred dramatically affects

Familia of Columba (Oxford, 1988), pp. 137-8; C. Do}.lerty, ‘The Use of Reh;s’@
Early Ireland’, Irland und Buropa: die Kirche im Frithmittelalter, eq. P. Ni Chathain
and M. Richter (Stuttgart, 1984), pp. 89-101, at 96. Doherty views the event as
‘a forerunner of the many relic citcuits which took place throughout the el.ghth
century’. Neither Doherty nor Hetbert, however, note the devotional
this paper presents.
laaGCk g:iﬁi;? f:zdamgarlzs \I;ita Columbae und ihre Ableitungen’, Zeitschrift fiir
cellische Philologie 11 (1917), 213-304, at 251. o '
* ‘Buthicius uero, qui praedicti Florentii in uia Dei socius fue.rat, magis post
mortem claruit in uirtute signorum. Nam cum multa ciues urbis de eo soleant
narrare miracula, illud tamen est praecipuum, quod usque ad I}aec
Langobardorum tempora omnipotens Deus per uestlmen‘tul‘n illius assidue
dignabatur operari. Nam quotiens pluuia deerat et.aestu nimio terram 1onga
siccitas exurebat, collecti in unum ciues urbis illius eius tunicam leuare atque in
conspectu Dei Domini cum precibus offerre consueuerant. Cum qua dum per
agros exorantes pergerent, repente pluuia tribuebatur, quae p%en.e terram sanaref
potuisset.” Gregory the Great, Dialgi de miraculis patrum italicornm III.xv.l-S.
Dialogues, ed. A. de Vogiié, 3 vols., Sources chrétiennes 251, 260 and 265 (Paris,
1978-80) 11, 326.
3 Sharpe, Adomnin of lona, p. 59.
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our understanding of Adomnin as an author. If the event did occur
then Adomnan’s account becomes a more or less accurate descriptior;
of an histotical event. If the event did not occur, then Adomnan’s
a.ccount, and his own personal testimony, cannot be trusted for
historical accuracy, and, indeed, are alien to histotical concerns. and
may even be downright intentionally deceptive. The interpretatic;n of
this event therefore affects our reading of the Life as a whole and its
aims and purposes.

If the literary historian must therefore investigate history, it is
nonetheless not clear where to begin. There are no other acc’ounts
besides Adomnan’s about the event in question, so it is impossible to
compare Adomnin’s report with the reports of others. What I have
therefore undertaken is to place the details of Adomnan’s account
within the general devotional background of the early Insular middle
ages. The results of this investigation suggest that a procession with
reycs was a likely response to natural disaster in the early Insular
middle ages. The nature of the evidence of this argument cannot
prove that the event happened precisely as Adomnan indicates. but
combined with Adomnan’s personal testimony, it does dernon;trate:
that the event is highly likely to have occurred. Once the historicity of
the event has been established, we can investigate more accurately
Adomnan’s relationship to his alleged source, Gregory’s Dialog.

. As already mentioned, the details of Adomnén’s account reflect
religious practices common in the early middle ages. Adomnan’s
notion that the drought had come upon the people on account of
tl:'neir sin has parallels not only with the bible, which Adomnan
himself points out, but also with the general carly medieval belief
that sin resulted in disaster. For example, Gildas, writing in the sixth
century, attributes the fall of the British to their sins.® Within a more

6 e .
Gildas, De exvidio Britonum 1.3 and xxiv.1, among other places: Gildas: the Ruin of
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agricultural context, Bede’s commentary on Genesis notes that
mankind loses control over nature through disobedience to God.” A
similar theme is found in Felix’s 1#a S. Guthlaci, written around 735.°
These theological views parallel the statements in Leviticus, and
mirror the punishment given mankind for the primal Fall. The link
between righteousness and fertility can also be found 1in the
apparently native Irish concept of fir flathemon, in which the fertility of
a kingdom depends on the ‘truth’ or just judgement of its king. The
concept of fir flathemon appeats in a variety of early vernacular texts,
and would become wide-spread throughout western Europe by
means of the De duodecim abusivis, written in the late seventh century.”
Adomnan’s association of crop failure and unrighteousness was
therefore a common one for his time and culture.

Likewise, the response of walking around the fields appears to
reflect practices, or at least thought-frameworks, common in the eatly
British Isles. Encircling or encompassing appears to have played a
significant role in early Irish religion. One geis in eatly vernacular

Britain and Other Works, ed. M. Wintetbottom (London, 1978), pp. 13 and 27.

7 Bede, Hexaemeron, bk 1, comment on Gen. 1.28: PL 91, cols. 9-190, at col. 31.
Note the similar comment in Bede, Vita (prosaica) S. Cuthberti, ch. 21: Two Lives
of Saint Cuthbert, ed. B. Colgtave (Cambridge, 1940), p. 224. For more on the
connection in exegesis between the Fall and nature, see the note by Colgrave,
Two Lives, p. 350.

8 Felix, Vita §. Guthlaci, ch. 38: Felixs Life of Saint Guthlac, ed. B. Colgrave
(Cambridge, 1956), pp. 118-20.

® For examples of fir flathemon in easly vernacular texts, see Audacht Morainn and
Togail Bruidne Da Derga. Audacht Morainn was compiled . 700, and Togail Bruidne
Da Derga was first wiitten down during the ninth century; both wotks were
dependent on eatlier tradition. For the texts of these works and commentaty,
see Audacht Morainn, ed. F. Kelly (Dublin, 1976) and Togail Bruidne Da Derga, ed.
E. Knott, Med. and Mod. Irish Series 8 (Dublin, 1936). For the date of De
duodecim abusivis, see Audacht Morainn, ed. Kelly, pp. xv—xvi.
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literature prohibited walking left-handwise around a particular place."
The circle itself seems to have carried mystic significance, to judge
from the various stone circles still to be seen in various parts of the
British Isles. Similarly, the location of cult centres in eatly Gaul
suggests that borders had mystic associations in eatly Celtic religion.!
Moreover, the comparative evidence offered by the Roman ambarnalia
and the swonetanrilia, both of which involved circling the fields with
sacrificial offerings in order to ensure a good crop, suggest that
walking the borders could be associated with fertility in an Indo-
European context.’

Although one cannot expect Adomnan to have been familiar with
the practices of La Téne continental Celts, or the Roman testivals,
these practices highlight associations that appeat to have lived on into
Adomnan’s time. Mystic liminality, in a literal sense, can be seen in the
Vita prima S. Brigitae, in which the saint is born in the doorway, with
one of her mothers legs being outside the house, and the other
inside.”® Moreover, Sanas Cormais notes, albeit pethaps imaginatively,
that the poet-seer fi places a chewed morsel of raw meat behind a
door and then sleeps in order to receive a prophetic dream." The

" E.g. Togai/ Bruidne Da Derga, ch. 16 (line 170): Togail Bruidne Da Derga, ed.
Knott, p. 6 and Beatha Macddc Ferna (2), § 277: Bethada Naem nErenn: Lives of Irish
Saints, ed. C. Plummer, 2 vols. (Oxford, 1922) I, 289.

"P. O Riain, ‘Boundary Association in Early Irish Society’, Stmdia Celtica 7
(1972), 12-29, at 14.

" For a brief discussion of the ambarnalia, see H. H. Scullard, Festivals and
Ceremonies of the Roman Republic (London, 1981), pp- 124-5; and I.. Adkins and
R. Adkins, ‘Ambatrvalia’, Dictionary of Roman Religion (New York, 1996), pp. 6-7.
B Vita prima S. Brigitae, ch. 4: Aty S, anctorum, Feb. 1, pp. 118-29, at 121-2.

" Cormac Ua Cuilennain, Sanas Cormaie, ‘Imbass forosnae’ Sanas Cormaic: an
Odd Irish Glossary, ed. Kuno Meyer, Anecdota from Irish Manusctipts 4 (Dublin,
1912), p. 64. For an overview of liminality in early Trish literature and thought,
see J. . Nagy, ‘Liminality and Knowledge in Irish Tradition’, Studia Celtica 16—17
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protective aspect of encirclement can be seen in the seventh-century
Lorica of Laidcenn, in lines such as:

Tege totum me cum quinque sensibus

et cum decem fabrefactis foribus,

uti a plantis usque ad verticem

nullo membro foris intus egrotem" (83-6)

The link between encirclement and fields can be seen in Anglo-
Saxon charms, such as the tenth-century charm For Unfruitful Land,
which involves blessing four pieces of turf from the four quarters of
the land." And the Vita S. Martini by Sulpicius Severus indicates thaf
the practice of walking around fields with a statue for the szjlke of
fertility, a version of the ambarnalia, was common at least in late
fourth-century Gaul."” A similar walk around a hill in Locronan,

1981-2), 135-43. 4
1(5 The Hisperica Famina II: Related Poems, ed. M. Herren, Studies and Texts 85

(Toronto, 1987), pp. 86-8. ‘Cover all of me along with the five senses and .the
ten skillfully-made doorways, so that from the soles of my f.eet to my sumrmt,‘ 1
may not be ill in any member, inside or out” Compatre the eighth-century Lorza
of St Patrick (Faeth Fiada):

Crist limm, Crist reum, Crist im degaid,
Crist indium, Crist isum, Crist uasum,
Crist desum, Crist tuathum.  (lines 62—4)

J. Carey, King of Mysteries: Early Irish Religions Wrz’z‘z’n{gs (Dubhn, 1998), pp- 1 27—35
at p. 134. ‘Christ with me, Christ before me, Christ behu.1d me, Chnst’ in me,
Chuist below me, Christ above me, Christ on my right, Christ on my left. ‘

'® ASPR VI, pp. 116-18. For brief discussion, see S. A. J. Bradley, .Angl-Saxon

Poetry London, 1982, rpt. 1995), pp. 544—6. ' . .
17 SuO.l/p%ius Severus, Vita S. Martini, ch. 12: Vie de Saint Martin, ed. . Fontaine, 3

vols., Sources chrétiennes 133-5 (Paris, 1967-9) 1, 278. Sulpicius notes that this
was a pagan procession. Fontaine links the eventual develgpment of Athe
Rogations with these pagan agrarian festivals; Ve de Saint Martin, ed. Fontaine,

11, 722.
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B'rittany, was held until recent times, and a small number of people
still make ritual walks around holy wells in Ireland.™®

Most similar of all to Adomnan’s procession, however, are the
Rogatlontide and related processions practised in western Europe
since at least the fifth century. Mamertus, bishop of Vienne from
roughly 461475, seems to have been the first to introduce the
'7"0gﬂfl.0ﬂ€I.19 As a response to a yearlong series of earthquakes
incursions of wild animals into the city and a fire, Mamertus declareci
that the three days before the Ascension should be filled with fasting
and. processions. When the calamities ceased after these days of
fasting and procession, news of the event is said to have filled Gaul
and many other districts followed Mamettus’s example. The Councii
of Orléans, in 511, declared that the churches under its authority
should celebrate the rogationes on the three days before the Ascension
In due course, the celebration of the Rogation days spread to Rome'
and were officially adopted by Leo IIT at the turn of the njntl;
century.

Rome had other penitential processions besides the Rogations
however. According to Lapidge, ‘from some time in the sixth centur;i

® For Locronan, see A. Rees and B. Rees, Celtic Heritage: Ancient Tradition in
I,rfz/a}zd and lZz/eJ (London, 1961), p. 197. Some older women still circle Tobar
Elnne,. on.Ims Otrr, saying prayers and placing a stone on the well’s wall for
ea-ch c1r?u1t that they do; this information comes from ptivate correspondence
T;Ilth Maire Bean Ui Dhufaigh of Inis Oitr.

For a useful introduction to the Rogation days, and similar penitential
processtons, see Anglo-Saxon Litanies of the Saints, ed. M. Lapidge, HBS 106
((Lond(.)n, 1991), pp. 8-11. For more thorough reviews, see HT Leclerc
Rogations’, Dictionnaire d archéologie chrétienne et de liturgie, ed. F. Cabrol and g,
Lecler.cq, 15 vols. (Paris, 1907-53) X1V, 2459-61 ; H. Leclerq, ‘Marc Procession'
de Saint, Dictionnaire d ‘archéologie chrétienne, ed. Cabrol and Leclerq,,X, 17401,

and J. H. Miller, ‘Rogation Days’, New Catholic Encyclopeds
o6 1L 551 ¢ Zngyclopedia, 15 vols. (New York,
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onwatds, it was customary at Rome to hold penitential processions in
time of peril® Thus, Gregory of Tours, and the papal letters
themselves, tecord that Gregory the Great confronted divine wrath in
the form of floods, food shortages, and ultimately a plague, by
instituting on the feast of St Mark seven penitential processions,
originating in different parts of the city and all heading to the church
of Maria Maggiore; these processions were to sing and cry to the
Lotd for mercy.” This procession became called the major litania and
was later frequently linked with the Jtaniae or rogationes instituted by

Mamertus.

» Anglo-Sascon Litanies, ed. Lapidge, p. 10.
2 Gregory of Tours, Historia Francorum Xi: Gregorii episcopi Turonensis kibri
historiaram, ed. B. Krusch and W. Levison, MGH SS rer. Merov. 1.1, 2nd ed.
(Hannover, 1951), 477-81; Gregory the Great, Denuntiatio pro septiforn letania: S.
Gregorii Magni Opera: Registrum epistularnm Libri VIII-XIV. Appendix, ed. D.
Norberg, CCSL 140A (Turnhout, 1982), 1102-4. When presenting this paper, I
followed Lapidge (Anglo-Saxon Litanies, p. 10) in stating that this procession
took place on the Feast of St Mark (25 April). Further research has persuaded
me that this is not the case since neither Gregory of Touts nor the papal record
of the Denuntiatio mention the Feast of St Mark in connection with this
procession. In fact, an addition to the Denuntiatio notes that this procession was
held again on 29 August 603 (Opera, ed. Norberg, p. 1104), whereas Gregory of
Tours records that the original celebration lasted three days, not just one.
Furthermore, Leclerq (‘Marc’, X, 1740) notes that the procession recorded in
Gregory of Tours and the Denuntiatio headed to the church of Maria Maggiore
whereas the major litania on 25 April was associated with the Basilica of St Peter.
Later tradition did, however, link Gregory the Great’s septiform litany with 25
April, e.g. Walahfrid Strabo, De rebus ecclesiasticis, ch. 28; PL 114, cols. 919-66, at
col. 962. The procession that Strabo describes as having taken place on 25 April
must be the same as that described in Gregoty of Tours and the Dennntiatio,
since Strabo makes mention of a flood (énundatio), a plague (lues), the recent
passing of Pope Pelagius (‘primo Pelagio papa extincto’), and the septiform
nature of the procession. All of these details are also to be found in the
account by Gregory of Tours, and many of them also in the Denuntiatio.
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Not only did these 4taniae have a penitential aspect in the face of
God’s punishment, but they could also have a particulatly agricultural
focus. In a tract on religious ceremonies atttibuted, doubtfully, to
Bede, and drawn on in a tract attributed, also doubtfully, to Alcuin,
the author comments that the major litania 1s held on 25 Aptil in order
to ask God to preserve the new crops at a time when ‘the corn shoots
up, the fruit of the trees comes forth from its flower, the vines and
olives burst forth from their trees and the animals graze the fields’.*

With regards to Anglo-Saxon England, processions with song, ot

litaniae as they had come to be called, seem to have been a common
liturgical practice. Thus, according to Bedes Historia eccdesiastica, St.
Augustine approached his initial meeting with Athelberht of Kent in
a procession catrying a cross and an image of Christ and singing a
penitential litany asking for mercy.” Lapidge notes that litany-
processions were also used when visiting the sick.” Moreover,

2 Messes pullulant, arborei fructus ex flore procedunt, vineae et olivac suis
arboribus crumpunt, animalia campos tondent’. Anonymous (Pseudo-Bede),
De litania majore’, De offeciis fibellus: PL 94, cols. 531-40, at col. 537.
Anonymous (Pseudo—Alcuin), De divinis officiis liber, ch, 22: PL 101, cols. 1173~
1286, at cols. 1224-5. Cf. Amalarius, De ecclesiastivis offteits Txxxvii and IV.xxiv:
PL 105, cols. 985-1242, at cols. 1066—8 and 1207. Caesarius of Arles had earlier
linked the Rogations with good weather, ‘pacem temporum’, in sermon 208.
Likewise, the Old English Mattyrology links the major fitania with ‘smyltelico
gewidra ond genihtsume wastmas’. For these references, see J. E. Cross, ‘The
Use of Patristic Homilies in the Old English Martyrology’, ASE 14 (1985),
107-28, at 116 and 123; Cross cites the texts in Caesarsi Arletanis Opera, ed. G.
Morin, CCSL 104 (Tutnholt, 1953), pp. 828-34; and Das altenglische
Martyrologinm, ed. G. Kotzor, 2 vols., Abhandlungen (Bayetische Akademie der
Wissenschaften, phil -hist. Klasse) ns 88 (Munich, 1981), I1, 105.

* Bede, Historia ecclesiastica 1xxv: Bedes Ecclesiastical Fistory of the English People,
ed. B. Colgrave and R. A. B. Mynors (Oxford, 1969), p. 74.

 Anglo-Sascon Litanies, ed. Lapidge 44-5. Lapidge does not term these litanies
‘processions’, but the passage from the Regularis concordia which he quotes:
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Cuthbert’s Epistola de obitu Bedae shows that Rogation day processiogs
were practised in England by 735. According to Cuthbert, he and his
fellow monks had to leave their beloved abbot for a brief time on the
day of his death, which was the Wednesday before Ascens.ion
Thursday, 735, in order to partake in the Rogation day procession.
According to Cuthbert, ‘From the third hour, we walked with the
relics of the saints, as the custom of the day demanded.® At least by
735, therefore, the Rogation day proceedings included the use of
relics. Relics may indeed have been used in processions at a
coﬁsiderably earlier date, since the cross and image of Chrlst
mentioned by Bede in Augustine’s procession could certainly
encourage the addition of other mementos. Eddius Stephanus
reports that a procession carrying relics went to meet the body of the
dead Bishop Wilfrid in 709.%° At any rate, the use of relics formed an
integral part of the celebration of the Rogations commanded by the
Council of Clofeshoh in 747, and relics are mentioned in the Old
English-Martyrology’s description of the major litania” .
Iona’s procession therefore seems to have been an adaptation .of
the rogationes and major litania for the purposes of the Iona comrnun.lty.
It should perhaps be noted that the timing of the event, Whlc.h
Adomnan places in May, fell near the celebration of the major litania,

‘cum omni congregatione eant ad uisitandum infirmum canentes ps.alrr.xos
paenitentiales, consequente letania’, grammatically imp].ies-that they are singing
(canentes) while they are walking (eans). Lapidge quotes this text from Regularis
Concordia: the Monastic Agreement, ed. T. Symons (London, 1953), p. 64.

B A tertia autem hora ambulauimus cum reliquiis sanctorum, ut consuetudo
illius diei poscebat.” Cuthbert, Epistola de obitu Bedae: Bede’s Ecclesiastical History,
ed. Colgrave and Mynors, pp. 57987, at 584. - .
% Eddius Stephanus, Vita §. Wilfrithi, ch. 66: The Life of Bishgp Wiffrid by Eddius
Stephanus, ed. B. Colgrave (Cambridge, 1927), p. 142.

T Cross, ‘The Use of Patristic Homilies’, pp- 114-5.
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held on 25 April, and near the movable Rogations, which start thirty-
seven days after Faster, and therefore generally in May. It may even
be that the ceremony Adomnan describes is actually a Rogation day
procession particulatly adapted for Columba’s Jamilia. 1f so, this
would not be the first miraculous rainfall as a result of a Rogationtide
ceremony. Gregory of Tours records in the Vitae patrum that St
Quintianus was asked during the Rogation days to pray against the
drought that had afflicted the countryside of Auvergne.”® Quintianus
tesponded with a passage from Chronicles, and rain duly fell” Like
Adomnan, Quintianus considered the drought to be a punishment
sent by God upon the sin of the people.

Even if the procession described by Adomnin was not
performed during the rogationes, it seems to have drawn on the general
ethos behind such processions: it does penance, it asks for mercy, it is
associated with agriculture and drought. The way homilies link the
major litania and the rogationes together suggests that the category of
penitential procession in the face of God’s wrath fit both ceremonies,
and that the same genre could be applied to other processions.” In
other words, the power of the major litania ot the rogationes was not
linked to the particular days on which they were celebrated, but rather
to the idea of penitential procession. As a result, the /ania itself, and

: ‘Gfegory of Tours, V7tae patrum, ch. 4: PL 71, cols. 1009-96, at col. 1025.

Si clauso czlo pluvie non fuerint propter peccata populi, et conversi
deprecati faciem tuam fuerint, exaudi, Domine, et dimmitte peccata populi tui,
et da pluviam terre quam dedisti populo tuo ad possidendum.’ Gregory of
Tours, Vitae patrum, ch. 4: PL 71, col. 1025. ‘If on account of the sins of the
people the sky has been closed and there has been no rain, if they should return
to you and beseech your face, listen, O Lord, and forgive the sins of your
people, and grant rain to the land that you have given into the possession of
your people.” Cf. IT Chron. V1.26-7.

YEg Anonymous (Pseudo-Bede), De majort hitania (Homily 111.97): PL 94,
col. 499.
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not the day-on which it was done, is the important thing, and
penitential processions could theotetically be performed on any given
day. Indeed, the processions or /faniae for the sick, practised in
Anglo-Saxon England and Carolingian France, show that petitional
processions wete not tied to a particular season.”

If, as hopefully shown, the procession around the fields was not
an unusual response to a disaster, neither was the choice of relics.
According to Adomnan, the community shook Columba’s cloak, the
one he had been wearing on his death-day, three times, and read from
the saint’s books. Both cloaks, including death-shrouds, and books
appear to have been common relics in the eatly medieval British Isles.
For example, the death-shroud (sindo) of Saint Guthlac seems to have
been preserved at Crowland. According to Felix, Guthlac was buried
in clothes sent to him by one Ecgburh.” Twelve months later,
Guthlac was found uncorrupt and his death-clothes spatkling clean,
whereupon Guthlac’s body was wrapped in clothes sent by the male
anchorite Fcgberht, not to be confused with the female Ecgburh.”
Felix does not mention what happened to Guthlac’s original death-
shroud, but it seems reasonable to suppose that it was kept as a relic

3 Chatlemagne, Epistola V: ad Fastradam reginam: PL 98, cols. 897-8;
Charlemagne, Fpistola XV1: ad Garibaldum episcopurr. PL 98, cols. 918-20. Anglo-
Saxon Litanies, ed. Lapidge, pp. 44-5.

32 Pelix, Vita 8. Guthlaci, ch. 50: Felix¥ Life, ed. Colgrave, pp. 154-6.

% Ibid. ch. 51: p. 162. Colgrave’s speculations (Felixs Life, pp. 193 and 194) that
the cloak of Ecgberht is actually just the cloak of Ecgburh are not necessary,
especially since Bede’s 1724 S. Cuthberti, which Felix was eager to imitate, cleatly
states in ch. 42 that new clothes were put on Cuthbert when his body was
found incorrupt; Two Lives, ed. Colgrave, pp. 290-5. I understand the re of
revolpit, which Colgrave translates as ‘again’ (Fe/ixy Life, pp. 162-3), to modify
the verb alone, i.e. Pega wraps up Guthlac’s body once more, this time in the
shroud sent by Ecgberht; the ¢ does not indicate that it is the same shroud in
which Guthlac was wrapped the first time.
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in the shrine set up in Crowland by King Athelbald of Mercia. ™
These; would not have been the fitst of Guthlac’s clothes to be use:d
as relics — according to Felix, a retainer named Ecga in the service of
K.mg Zithelbald was cured from madness through wearing Guthlac’s
g%rdle, which he used ever since to protect himself from. Satan.®
Similatly, the touch of Guthlac’s sheepskin cured another Lesith c;f
blood-poisoning caused by a thorn.*

. Felix’s nonchalant account, in which two people send garments
suitable for death-clothes to the saint, suggests that the practice was
cornrnon. in England at the turn of the eighth century. Similatly,
Bede’s Vita S. Cuthbers; teports that the abbess Verca had sent a,
shroud to Cuthbert which the saint had kept for his death-shroud.?’
When Cuthbert’s body and death-clothes wete found to be incorrul.)t
eleven years later, the garments were sent to the bishop, who ordered
that fresh garments be put on the body.™ Tt is not clear what
happened to the original garments, but the shoes, at least, were kept
on display with other relics of the saint.” ’

While the Anglo-Saxons clearly attached some value to the death.
shroud and other garments of the saints, Irish hagiogtaphy also
atFached importance to saints’ clothes, St Patrick’s robe (casula) is
miraculously preserved from fire in Muircht’s seventh-century 174 §.

: Felix, Vita . Guthiaci, ch. 51: Felinc’ Life, ed. Colgrave, p. 162.

1bid. ch. 42; pp- 130-2. A somewhat similar story can be found in Bede’s 77
;Y(: . Czt.lbbeﬁ{', ch. 23: Tiwo Lives, ed. Colgrave, pp- 2304,

N Felix, sz‘.a 8. Guthlaci, ch. 45: Fefint L, ed. Colgrave, pp. 138-40.

].Sec.ie, Vita S. Cuthberti, ch. 37: Ty Lives, ed. Colgrave, p- 272. Compare
;‘Zl.lfnd, w-ho' was wrapped in a robe provided by Bacula; Eddius Stephanus
! ia S. W, z.frzl‘/ﬂ, ch. 66: Life of Bishop Wilfrid, ed. Colgrave, p. 142. ’
;9 Bede, 1722 S. Cuthberti, ch. 42: Two Lives, ed. Colgrave, pp. 292-4.

z.{nonymous, Vita S. Cuthbert; TV.xiv: Tiwg Lives, ed. Colgrave, p- 132, cf. Bede
Vita S. Cuthberts, ch. 45: Ty Lives, ed. Colgrave, pp- 298-300. ’
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Patricii.* 'The Vita S. Cainnici reports that Saint Cainnech brought the
dead abbot of Achadh Droma to life by placing his cloak (tunicula)
over the corpse.’’ Apparently, this cloak was still on display and
venerated in Achadh Droma at the time of the writing of the Life
sometime in the eighth or ninth centuries.” Moreover, many Irish
saints were later reputed to have cloaks that could serve as boats, or
that would increase in size upon request.” Considering that Venantius
Fortunatus records the clothes of the saints being used for healing
purposes in sixth-century Gaul, it seems that the cloak was a standard
part of the repertoire of saintly relics in the early middle ages.* Such
use of clothing has biblical parallels in the sudaria (and semicintia) of
Paul mentioned in Acts, the healing of the unclean woman by the
tobes (uestimentd) of Jesus in Mark, and perhaps the wrappings
(linteamina, sudarium) left behind by Jesus in the empty tomb in John.*

The use of books that a saint had copied as relics also appears to
have been common, especially in Ireland. Adomnan several times
reports various miracles attached to books that the saint had written.*

* Muircht, Vita S. Patricii 1xx (xix): The Patrician Texts in the Book of Armagh, ed.
L. Bieler, Scriptores Latini Hiberniae 10 (Dublin, 1979), pp. 94—6.

4 Anonymous, Vita S. Cainmc, ch. 32: Vitae Sanctorwm Hibernize, ed. C.
Plummer, 2 vols. (Oxford, 1910) 1, 164. A similar miracle is recorded in the 172
8. Ruadani, ch. 27: Vitae Sanctorum Hiberniae, ed. Plummer, 11, 251.

* For a discussion of the date of this Life, see R. Shatpe, Medieval Irish Saints’
Lives: an Introduction to the Vitae Sanctornm Hibernize (Oxford, 1991), p. 300-18.

B B.g Vita S. Endei, ch. 8: Vitae Sanctorum Hiberniae, ed. Plummer, 11, 63.

“ E.g Venantius Fortunatus, Vit §. Radegundis, ch. 34: Venanti Honori
Clementiani Fortunati presbyteri italici: Opera pedestria, ed. B. Krusch, MGH Auct.
antiq. 4.2 (Berlin, 1881), 3849, at p. 47.

B Acts XIX.12; Mark V.25-34 (cf. Luke VII1.42-8); John XX.5-7 (cf. Luke
XXIV.12).

* Adomnidn, Vita S. Columbae, 1Lviii~ix: Adomndin’s Life, ed. Anderson and
Anderson, pp. 104-6. Cainnech’s books, moreover, are miraculously saved from
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St Molaise and St Patrick were also associated with certain books that
along with the Psalter of St Columba, would later be placed in,
cumdaig, or ornamental book-caskets, duting the eleventh century.”
Within the Tona monastery, Adomnan reports that the books in
conjunction with the saint’s clothes were used on another occasion to
ask Columba for a change in the winds; perhaps this combination, of
books and clothes, was deemed particulatly effective in dealing with
the weather.®

So far, the evidence from native religious thought and Christian
litaniae has shown that a procession around the fields was a natural
and reasonable response to a calamity, such as a drought. Moreover
the choice of relics reflected common contemporary practices in the’
British Isles. The concord between Adomnan’s procession and the
contempotaneous  devotional  background suggests that the
procession did actually occur, and was not simply a literary borrowing
from Gregory the Great. Indeed, the Iona monastery could easily
have decided upon such a procession without ever having read or
heard of the tale in Gregory’s Dialognes.”

fire in the anonymous Vita 8. Cainnici, ch. 28: Vitae Sanctormm Hiberniae, ed
Plummer, I, 163. T
Y The Stowe Missal, ed. G. F. Warner, 2 vols., HBS 31-2 (London, 1915) 11, xliv.
Interestingly, the ‘Cathach’ of Saint Columba, as the Psalter is also called, was
connected with encircling even in later times; according to Kenney, the ;)ook
was ca.rn'ed three times sunwise round the army of the Cenél Conaill before a
ba.ttle in order to ensure their victoty. J. E Kenney, The Sources Jor the Early
History of Ireland: Ecclesiastival (New York, 1966), p. 630.

* Adomnin, Vit §. Columbae, 1LxIv: Adommnin’ Life, ed. Anderson and
Anderson, pp. 174-8.

* Moreover, the actual verbal similatites between Gregory’s account and
Adomnan’s are few. Namely, both authors use isolated torms of sicitas, terra
levare, tunica, pluvia, and satiare. The authorts do not shate any substantial p};rases,
and they frequently choose different wotds, for example, Gregory agros /’
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Accepting the veracity of Adomnan’s report, however, calls into
question the literary-historical methodology that cast doubt on
Adomnan’s eye-witness testimony in the first place. If the basic
outlines of Adomnan’s account seem highly likely to have happened,
despite the literary echoes and parallels, then one must ask whether
literary parallels are adequate to show that a hagiographic episode is
unhistorical. The obvious answer is, of course, no, as the present
case-study shows. Yet literary parallels are used frequently to do
precisely that. For example, Anderson and Anderson in their first
edition of _Adomnins Life of Columba decided that Adomnan’s
description of a sword decorated with the teeth of sea beasts must
have been a ‘iterary product of Adomnin’s imagination’, because
Solinus in the third century reported that the Irish decorated the hilts
of their swords with the teeth of sea animals.”’ Yet Richard Sharpe

Adomnan campos, Gregory pergerent / Adomnin droumireni. Moteover, the two
accounts differ substantally in detail ~ thus, Gregory’s account makes no
mention of shaking the tunic, nor of reading from books. With regards to the
most unusual of the shared words, satiare, this word was commonly associated
in other authors with water (e.g. Ovid, Metamorphoses, bk VIII, lines 8356, and
more influentially Psalm CII1.13, which describes the earth, watered by God,
bringing forth crops), and particularly with thirst. In fact, satiare and sitis / sitio
are very frequently lexically linked, e.g. M. Val Martialis Epigrammata, ed. W. M.
Lindsay, 2nd ed. (Oxford, 1929), bk VI, poem 35, line 5; Isidori Hispalensis episcopi
etymologiarum sine originum libri xx, ed. W. M. Lindsay, 2 vols. (Oxford, 1911)
VIIL.i1.28; Isidore, Quaestiones in veternm testamenturm — in Genesin, ch. 17 (PL. 83,
cols. 207-88, at col. 248); Gregory the Great, Moralia in Iob XVIILliv (PL 76,
cols. 9-782, at col. 94); Anonymous (Pseudo-Bede), De lusu Isaac cum
Ismaele’, Qnaestionum super Genesim exc dictis patrum dialpgus (PL 93, cols. 233-364,
at col. 317). Adomnan’s description of ‘sitiens prius terra...satiata’ must
therefore be informed by the larger context of Latin literature, not just
the Dialogues, especially since the passage from Gregory’s Dialogues does not use
sitis | sitio.

30 Macheram beluinis ornatam dolatis. ..dentibus’. Adomnan, ita S. Columbae
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has since shown that the Solinus passage in question was an
interpolation that Adomnédn could not have seen, and suggests
instead that Adomnan is desctibing an actual type of sword, the Old
Itish for which is ¢o/g dét ‘swotd of tooth’’" Sharpe did, however, cast
guarded suspicion on whether Columba sailed to Ireland with twelve
companions, as Adomnan and a contemporaneous addition to the B
manuscripts claim.” Sharpe comments, “This apostolic number may
arouse suspicions as to the genuineness of the list, but it must be
remembered that St Columba as well as Adomnan knew the gospels;
he may have set out deliberately with that number of companions to
establish his church in Britain’* Sharpe’s statement effectively casts

xxxix: Adomndn’s Life, ed. Anderson and Anderson, p- 156. For the
Andersons’ comments in the first edition, see .Adomnan’ Life of Columba, ed. A.
O. Anderson and M. O. Andetson (London, 1961), pp. 21 and 424, n. 7. All
abbreviated citations refer to the second edition.

*! Shatpe, Adomndn of Iona, p. 339, n. 314.

2 On the date of the Appendix’ preserved in the B manusctipts, see T. M.
Charles-Edwards, “The New Edition of Adomnan’s Life of Columba’, Cambrian
Med. Celtic Stud. 26 (1993), 6574, at 68 (esp. n. 14).

% Sharpe, Adomnin of Iona, p. 19. Sharpe does not note the many other
instances of twelve companions in insular contexts. For example, Columbanus
is also reported to have departed from Ireland with twelve disciples in the late
sixth century; Crith Gablach, composed in the early eighth century, presctibes
twelve as the number of a king’s companions; Adomnan claimed that Oswald
was baptized along with twelve of his retainers; and Bede reported that
Eanfrith travelled with just twelve retainers, and that bishop Aidan received
twelve English boys for instruction. Rees and Rees have collected many other
examples of this theme. Although there is no space for a full discussion here,
the wide spread of this theme in a variety of sources, hagiographical, historical
and legal, inclines me to believe that travelling with twelve companions was an
actual practice in early Ireland. Jonas, Vi S. Columbani Liv: Ionae Vitae
Sanctornm  Columbani, Vedastis, Iohannis, ed. B. Krusch, SS rer. Germ. 37
(Hannover, 1905), 1-294, at 160. Crith Gablach, ed. D. A. Binchy, Med. and Mod.
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doubt on the number twelve by referring to the Gospels, and then
defends the number twelve by referring to the same Gospels! This
teasoning may seem dubious at first, but it introduces an irnpqrtant
principle, namely that eatly medieval Christians acted typologmall.y,
that is, they consciously strove to imitate their predecessors, even 1n
details that can seem trivial to a modern consciousness. As a result,
literary parallels can equally be historical realities.

Examples of this typological action, or at least portr.ayals of
conscious typological action, are abundant in eatly medieval 11.terature.
The eighth-century Felix notes that Guthlac goes out into the
wasteland of the East Anglian fen in order to imitate the examples of
the desert fathers whose Lives he has read” Bede claims that
Cuthbert constantly strove to imitate the fathers, and encouraged
others to do the same.*® As a result, Cuthbert took up working with
his own hands, and worked various miracles in imitation of other
saints.” Imitating renowned saints was not only a subject of
Cuthbert’s teaching, and the practice of several Insular saints, but was
also encouraged by the Rule of Benedict, chapter forty-two of Whlc}:
ordains that hagiographical reading be undertaken by the monks.’
Moteover, major doctrinal issues in the British Isles were resolved by
appealing to the examples set by the saints. Thus, the Roman form of

Trish Series 11 (Dublin, 1941), p. 18 (see the retinues (ddm) for rii benn and 7
buiden). Adomnan, Vita S. Columbae 11: Adomnan’s Life, F:d. Anderson. agd
Anderson, p. 16. Bede, Historia ecclesiastica 1114 and IILxxvi: Bedek Ew/exmytza{/
History, ed. Colgrave and Mynors, pp. 212-14 and 308. Rees and Rees, Celtic
Heritage, pp. 150-3 and 196-7.

5 Felix, Vita S. Guthlac, ch. 24: Felixs Life, ed. Colgrave, p. 86.

% Bede, Vita §. Cuthberts, ch. 7: Two Lives, ed. Colgrave, p. 178.

% Ibid. ch. 19: pp. 220-2. '

" 1.a Régle de Saint Benoit, ed. A. de Vogiié and J. Neufville, 6 vols., Sources
chrétiennes 181—6 (Paris, 1971-7) II, 584.
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coronal tonsure was considered to be the tonsure of St Peter.®
Adherents to the so-called ‘Celtic Faster’ thought that they were
following the example of the Apostle John and also that of Columba
and his successors.”” According to Bede and Fddius Stephanus, King
Oswiu decided the Easter controversy at the Synod of Whitby by
deciding to follow the practice of St Peter over that of St Columba,
since to Peter had been entrusted the keys to heaven whereas
Columba had not teceived such power.® In sum, following the
examples of the fathers was seen as leading not only to personal
holiness and miraculous powers, but also to doctrinal orthodoxy. The
mark of truth was therefore precisely unoriginality — one should
imitate what one found in books. As a consequence, the apparent
modern temptation to use literary parallels and unoriginality as a sign
of historical fiction runs into obvious problems. As seen, the very
‘source’ of the literary parallel could have been the source of the
historical action. Moreover, it seems that early medieval authors drew
upon the language of other authors when desctibing similar events.”!
As a result, even accounts with significant verbal borrowings may
relate base events rooted in historical reality.

For the purposes of historical investigation, I suggest that we
treat passages with literary borrowings and echoes as we would those
passages devoid of such parallels; all passages, whether having literary
parallels or not, require careful study of the cultural background,
other reports and the authotr’s sources of information before a
judgement can be made on an episode’s historicity or lack thereof.

* B.g Felix, Vita S. Guthiai, ch. 20: Felixs Life, ed. Colgrave, p. 84.

¥ Bede, Historia ecclesiastica . xxv: Bedes Ecclosiastical History, ed. Colgrave and
Mynors, pp. 298-308.

“ Ibid. Bddius Stephanus, Vit S. Wilfrithi, ch. 10: Life of Bishop Wilfrid, ed.
Colgrave, pp. 20-3.

o Sharpe, Ademndn of lona, p. 59.
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Only after such judgements have been made can the literary historian
accurately addtess- the question of an author’s style, purpose ez cezera.
After all, we need to know what was there already before we can
determine what the author added — we need to know the material the
author had before we can accurately determine how he shaped it.

In the case of Columba’s relics and rain, Adomnan has recorded
an event likely to have occurred in that culture. There is no need or
reason to doubt his account; indeed the element of his personal eye-
witness testimony makes it one of the best-attested episodes in the
ital 1 can now answer several of Sharpe’s original questions. ‘Did it
happen?’ Appatently, yes. “Was it literary fiction?” For the most part,
no. ‘Was the act itself influenced by Gregorys book?” Possibly,
though not necessarily, since the /Jtaniae and rogationes, along with
associations from native religion, wete more than sufficient in
themselves to provide the instigation for such a procession.
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Not Drowning but Waving:
the Sagas of Icelanders after the Golden Age

Ralph O’Connor
St John’s College, Cambridge

Constructing a cultural past is, more often than not, a matter of
repeating a particular story until it becomes an assumption. So I
would like to begin by telling you one. Like many origin myths, it is
not entirely ttue, and tends to exaggetate rather; but it is no less
powertul for all that. I shall call it “The Rise and Fall of the Classical
Saga’.

King Haraldr ruled over part of Norway, and as he grew more
powerful he became overbearing, Many independently-minded
chieftains emigrated to Iceland. They set up a republic or
commonwealth in 930 AD — unique in medieval Furope, anticipating
modern nationalism by eight centuries. Despite constant pressure
from Notway, they remained stubbornly independent, ruled by
Conscience rather than Church or King. But the delicate balance of
power on which the commonwealth depended started to break down,
especially after the evil Church of Rome got its claws into this
pristine society. During the thirteenth century, power became
concentrated in the hands of a few enormous chieftains. The crafty
king of Norway played them off against each other, hoping to add
Iceland to his empire. Iceland almost sank into a brutal and
disgraceful civil war, and the legal and social traditions of the
commonwealth were under threat of extinction.
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Appalled.at this impending loss, and dismayed at the social evils
which had hastened it, many literati were moved to examine and
record their heritage. Fortunately, they were geniuses, and they
engaged imaginatively in ‘dialogues with the Viking Age’. The result
was an unparalleled feat of national self-fashioning: the ‘classical’
Sagas of Icelanders. Half a millennium before Jane Austen and
George Eliot, these lachrymose literati produced the finest body of
realistic prose fiction in the Western world. But in 1264, Iceland fell at
last into the clutches of Norway. Somewhere in the distance, an
offstage orchestra started playing Wagner. There was a final flowering
of achievement: in 1280, Njdls saga was written. But a generation later,
the literati started to lose touch with commonwealth traditions. The
‘classical’ saga fell into a rapid decline. It was all downhill from here.
Famine, plague, volcanic eruptions and political subjection played sad
havoc with the Icelanders’ national pride, and they stopped engaging
in serious literary dialogue with their past. Unable to cope with the
sheer tragedy of it all, they escaped into a vulgar fantasy-world of
giants, trolls, knights and superheroes, borrowed shamelessly from the
Continent. It was not untl the growth of the independence
movement in the nineteenth century that the new literati could once
again reclaim the glorious literature of their tragic Golden Age.

Such is the ‘origin myth’ of the Sagas of Icelanders, with my
apologies for the purple passages. But if you look into many histories
of Tceland, you will find the same romantic sentiments.' Einar Olafur
Sveinsson’s .Age of the Sturlungs describes thirteenth-century Iceland
with his heart on his sleeve:

it was true that a world was coming to an end, a world perhaps corrupt
and full of suffering, but wonderful in many ways: the world of the

" See Jén R. Hjalmarsson, A Short History of Iceland (Reykjavik, 1988), pp. 57-60;
Sigurdur Nordal, Icelandic Culture, trans. Vilhjalmur T. Bjarnar (Ithaca, NY,
1990), pp. 300-2; Sigurdur Nordal, I'J/mg/é menning (Reykjavik, 1942), pp. 351-3.
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Icelandic Commonwealth, its view of life and its culture. There
followed peace, but it was the peace of the graveyard.?

As several histotians have since demonstrated, this ‘catastrophe
theoty’ wildly extrapolates from sources themselves given to

. 3 . . - .
exaggeration.” The rise-and-fall ‘origin myth’ is a Romantic
construct.“‘

Why was it constructed? The answer — to simplify enormously —
lies in the Icelandic natonal awakening. Nineteenth-century
nationalists saw the commonwealth as a ‘golden age’, lamenting
Iceland’s violently tragic fall into subjection. Using the sagas as
historical sources, they invoked the individualism of saga heroes to
inspire their descendants with national feeling.” But as the dream of

2 Einar O. Sveinsson, The Age of the S turlungs: leelandic Civilization in the Thirteenth
Cf’m‘ug/,'trans. Johann S. Hannesson, Islandica 36 (Ithaca, NY, 1953), 102-3;
Einar O. Sveinsson, Sturlungaild: drig um isknzka menningn d prettandn ld
(Reykj’avik, 1940), p. 110.

* On Iskndinga sagd’s exaggeration of the violence characterizing mid-thirteenth-
century Iceland, later historians’ misleading construction of discrete historical
‘ages’, and the considerable social continuity after 12624, see J. L. Byock, ‘“The
Age of the Sturlungs’, Continuity and Change: Political lnstitutions and Literary
]zlgonﬂmmlf in the Middle Ages: a Symposium, ed. E. Vestergaard (Odense, 1986), pp.

—42.

*On the way in which the Commonwealth’s political autonomy was itself
constructed retrospectively by means of a thirteenth-century ‘optical illusion’,
see K. Hastrup, ‘Defining a Society: The Icelandic Freestate between Two
Worlds’, in her Istand of Anthropology: Studses in Past and Present Leeland, Viking
Collection 5 (Odense, 1990), 83-102 (at 100-2).

3 See Gunnar Katlsson, “The Emergence of Nationalism in Iceland’, Ethuicity
and Nation Building in the Nordic World, ed. S. Tigil (London, 1995), pp. 33-62 (at
49-50); Gunnar Karlsson, ‘Icelandic Nationalism and the Inspiration of
History’, The Roots of Nationalism: Studies in Northern Eunrgpe, ed. R. Mitchison
(Edinburgh, 1980), pp. 77-89. Compate Sigurdur Nordal’s evaluation: ‘the
ghosts of the Saga Age had enough life in the end to become standard-bearers
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independence became reality in the early twentieth century, there was
less need for such rhetoric.® What Iceland needed, to stand proudly
among nations, was a unique contribution to world culture — a status
symbol to justify its independent existence.” There was also a growing
consensus among scholars that the Sagas of Icelanders were
historically unreliable; but their importance for the Icelandic self-
image somehow had to be retained. The solution was obvious. The
nation’s favourite stoties were redefined as creative masterpieces —
‘one of the most powetful literary movements in recorded history’, as
Sigurdur Nordal put it in 1940 with characteristic energy.” He and his
learned colleagues, the so-called Icelandic School, put Iceland on the
wotld map by publicizing its remarkable medieval anticipation of a
modern genre, the realistic historical novel.” The ‘classical saga’ canon
was established anew.

What has gone without remark is that the canon contained
exactly the same texts, both as historical sources in the nineteenth
century and as historical novels in the twentieth. In other words,
despite Notdal’s emphasis on fictionality, the criterion by which sagas
were valued was still content, not literary form. A ‘good’ saga had to
be a serious creative response to the commonwealth’s ‘cruel

leading the way in the drive for freedom in our time’ (Icelandic Culture, p. 302);
Sigurdur Nordal, I’f/mz/é menning, p. 353.

¢ Iceland gained home rule in 1904, a university in 1911, official autonomy as a
‘kingdom” in 1918 and complete independence in 1944,

"See J. L. Byock, ‘Modern Nationalism and the Medieval Sagas’, Northern
Avntiquity: The Post-Medieval Reception of Edda and Saga, ed. A. Wawn (Enfield
Lock, 1994), pp. 163-87.

® Sigurdur Nordal, Hrafukels Saga Freysgoda: a Study, trans. R. G. Thomas (Cardiff,
1958), p. 57; Sigutdur Nordal, Hrafikatla, Studia Islandica 7 (Reykjavik,
1940), 68.

See P. Arnold, ‘The Post-Classical Iskndingasignr: a Sub-Genre among the
Icelandic Family Sagas’ (unpubl. PhD dissertation, Leeds Univ., 1996), pp. 256—7.
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compulsion of honour’ and ‘tragic actions’. Frivolity was a sign of
‘discontent with reality’."” The saga-author needed to have lived
within memory of the commonwealth, in order to be familiar with its
unique social and legal structures. Consequently, the fictional chivalric
?md legendary sagas were devalued. As we have seen, their politically
incorrect affiliations with disreputable ‘foreign elements' like
Continental fablianx, placed them beyond the pale. The Icelandic
School explained their immense popularity in fourteenth-century
Iceland as a collapse of national pride. This left the serious ‘classical
saga’ as a ‘glass’ in which thirteenth-century Icelanders ‘could aspire,

s 12

at least in imagination, to see themselves’.

Certainly, this ‘origin myth’ can shed much light on the way
Icelanders constructed their past. It underpins Vésteinn Olason’s
recent book, Dialogues with the Viking Age, pethaps the finest and most
sensitive introduction to the ‘classical sagas’ for the non-specialist
reader. Vésteinn characterizes them as ‘dialogues about...the loss of
an entire wotld’,"” which simultaneously express ‘an idealised view of
the past’ and ‘developing anxieties in the face of an uncertain future’.'

" Einar O. Sveinsson, Dating the Icelandic Sagas: An Essay in Method, trans. G.
Turvi]le—Petre: Viking Soc. for Northern Reseatch Text Series 3 (.ondon, 1958)
125; Einar O. Sveinsson, Riunartimi f.r/eﬂdz'ngaxagﬂa: 76k og mnma’;émma’ﬁn;
(Reykjavik, 1965), p. 162.

"' H. Koht, The O/d Norse Sagas New York, 1931), p. 180.

2R. Kellogg, Introduction’, The Complete Sagas of  Icelanders, ed. Vidar
Hreinsson, 5 vols. (Reykjavik, 1997) I, xxix-liii (at liii). This view is strengthened
by anthropological studies of Saga Age society, assetting the broad historicity
of the sagas as ‘indigenous social documentation’ which happens also to be ‘a
major literature’. See J. L. Byock, Medieval Iceland: § ociety, Sagas, and Power (Enfield
Lock, 1993), pp. 49-50.

¥ Vésteinn Olason, Dialogues with the Viking Age: Narration and Representation in
the Sagas of lcelanders, trans. A. Wawn (Reykjavik, 1998), p. 9.

" Vésteinn Olason, Dialogues, p. 22.
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He and his colleagues have moved on from the aggressive chauvinism
of the Icelandic School, but his book retains and refines both the
nationalistic ‘origin myth’ and the ‘classical’ canon. This conservatism
is part of the book’s appeal: it feels good to be told by a leading
scholar in the age of deconstruction that we are quite right — perhaps
even rather clever — to admire Njils saga so much. Our aesthetic
presuppositions, born of novel-reading, are nurtured and stimulated.
Vésteinn celebrates the ‘classical saga’ as a dialogue with the past —a
dialogue of special value because it transmits that past not as a
fiction, but ‘as a lived experience’.15 There really was, as the Icelandic
Minister of Education put it in 1997, ‘a time when heroes rode
proudly across the land, their actions guided solely by the dictates of
individual conscience’.'

But there are other ways to construct a past than this frankly
Romantic approach suggests. Medieval Icelandic literature presents a
bewildering variety of narrative forms, and an entire spectrum of
outlooks upon the Viking past. But the nationalist ‘origin myth’
prevents us from appreciating the different approaches of ‘post-
classical’ narrative forms on any terms other than literary decadence.
This is particulatly true of the so-called ‘post-classical Sagas of
Icelanders’, since the term suggests a failed attempt at perpetuating
the ‘classical’ genre. In fact, this multifarious group of texts only
undetlines the artificiality of such generic terms."”

In any case, the all-important thirteenth-century composition of
the ‘classical’ sagas, established largely on stylistic grounds by the

15 Vésteinn Olason, Dialggues, p. 246.

' Bjorn Bjarnason, ‘Foreword by Bjorn Bjarnason, Icelandic Minister of
FEducation, Science and Culture’, The Complete Sagas, ed. Vidar Hreinsson, I, ix.
7 Gee P. W, Cardew, ‘Genre, History and National Identity in Icelandic Saga
Nartative’ (unpubl. PhD dissertation, Leeds Univ., 1996), pp. 278-80.
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Icelandic School, has been exposed as a circular argument.® Only
Egls saga and ILaxdwla saga survive in pre-fourteenth-century
fragments: most Sagas of Icelanders are only extant from the mid-
fourteenth century onwards. To preserve the thirteenth-century
canon, therefore, double standards need to be applied. T have
attempted to illusttate this in Table 1 opposite.

With the ‘post-classical’ sagas, scholars have been happy to infer a
late composition from late attestations because these sagas are so self-
evidently ‘young’. But with all the late-attested ‘classical texts, a great
leap of faith has been made, simply on the basis of literary style and
what might be called ‘commonwealth awareness’."” It is of course
likely that many ‘classical’ texts were indeed written down in the
thirteenth century, but it is no less likely that ‘post-classical’ texts were
too. Conversely, it is quite possible that Hrafukels saga and Valla-1 jérs
saga, those paradigms of ‘classicism’, were composed in the
fourteenth or fifteenth centuries. To separate the two kinds of saga in
the standard evolutionary parabola is as Procrustean (and histotically
dubious) as attempting to fit Shakespeare’s comedies, histories and
tragedies into three respective chronological ‘phases’. Above all, the
‘classical’ canon is 2 matter of taste, personal or political.

Having established this point, let us put it into practice by
examining a different mode of constructing the past. I would like to
look at the way in which some ‘post-classical’ Sagas of Icelanders
make playful forays into the narrative realms of legendary and

** Onoélfur Thotsson, ‘“Leitin ad landinu fagra”. Hugleiding um rannséknir 4
islenzkum fornbékmenntum’, 5, kdldskaparmdl 1 (1990), 28-53.

”For some of the problems associated with the old philology, see P. A.
Jorgensen, ‘Producing the Best Text Edition: Herculean and Sisyphean’,
Scandinavian Studies 65 (1993), 329-37 (at 332). On the difficulty of taking
editorial scepticism too far, see K. Wolf, ‘Old Nortse — New Philology’,
Seandinavian Studies 65 (1 993), 338-48.
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earliest attestation traditional dating difference
of ‘original’ (years)

1. Sagas surviving in Médruvallabok

s« innboga saga 1330 1300 30
Droplangarsonar saga 1330 1220 110
2. Sagas surviving in late-fourteenth-century fragments
« Bdrdar saga 1390 (fragment) 1350 40
s« Hardar saga 1390 (fragment) 1350 40
Gisla saga 1390 (fragment) 1240 150
Vatnsdela saga 1390 (fragment) 1270 120
3. Fifteenth-century texts
«  Dorskfirdinga saga 1400 1350 50
* DBdrdar saga hredu B 1400 (fragment) 1380 20
Reykdela saga 1400 1200 200
Ljosvetninga saga 1400 (fragments) 1270 130
Hansa-boris saga 1400 (fragment) 1280 120
Viapnfirdinga saga 1420 (fragment) 1240 180
Dorsteins pattr stangarbiggs 1420 (fragment) 1250 170
4. Sixteenth-century texts
«  Viglundar saga 1500 1420 80
Hrafnkels saga 1500 (fragment) 1280 220
5. Post-medieval texts
x Jokuls pattr Briasonar 1600 1480 120
« Fliotsdala saga 1600 1500 100
Gunnars saga Didrandabana 1600 1220 380
Valla-Ljéts saga 1600 1240 360
borsteins saga hvita 1600 1280 320
Dborsteins saga Sidu-Hallssonar 1700 1260 440

Table 1. A sebection of Sagas of Leelanders in chronological order of attestation.”

* ‘Post-classical’ sagas are marked with “x’. Dates of attestation are taken fr.om
ONP: Registre; for the sake of argument, I have shown or.lly the e.arh.es't possible
datings. “I'raditional dating’ is a rough average of the datings of individual saga
‘originals’ found in recent English and Icelandic reference works.
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chivalric sagas — the wotld of Norse romance. They deflate the heroic
or aristocratic posturing usually associated with this mode by
juxtaposing it dissonantly ot bathetically with the homely life of the
Icelander. It would be misleading to employ the terms ‘parody’ and
‘butlesque’ here,” as we cannot identify a ‘target text’ or even genre
being parodied. When discussing this ‘patodic’ tone, then, T prefer
to use the vaguer word ‘anti-heroic’.

In the ‘classical’ texts, Icelanders often prove their heroism
abroad, and the geographical shift is paralleled by a stylistic move
towards Notse romance. Chivaltic and legendary motifs accumulate
and after his sea-battle, berserk-bashing or mound-breaking, the’
Icelander returns home a hero. ‘Post-classical’ texts make mischicf
with this idealizing process, fragmenting the notion of the ‘heroic’
Where the ‘classical’ saga forges dramatic unity. Finnbaga saga is usually
dismissed as a half-baked attempt to idealize Finnbogi the Strong as a
‘superhero”” he seals his heroic reputation, conventionally enough,
by killing a dangerous bear in Notway. The way in which this deed is
introduced, however, warns us against taking it too seriously:

ba mealti Finnbogi: ‘Stattu upp, bersi, ok 140 méti mér; er pat heldr il
nokkurs en liggja 4 sudarslitri pessu” Bjorninn settist upp ok leit til
hans ok kastar sér nidt. Finnbogi mald: ‘Ef bér pykir ek of mijok
v?ipnaér moéti bér, ba skal ek at pvi gera, — tekr af sér hjdlminn, en setr
ni0r skjoldinn ok malti: ‘Stattu nd upp, ef pu porir’ Bjorninn settist

' F J. Heinemann describes Hizardar saga Isfirdings as a ‘parody of i ’
CEJ : : parody of a typical saga
1‘1: his introduction to his translation in The Complete S agas, ed. Vidar Hreinsson
7, 313. ’
22. }r’iéat Hreinsson ¢ al, ‘Preface’, The Complete Sagas, ed. Vidar Hreinsson I
;m—xxv (at xxiii); this reference, however, is to Fésthradra saga. ’
Margrét Eggertsdottir, Finnboga saga rammd, Medieval Scandinavia: An

]_"*fizgw/opedz‘a, ed. P. Pulsiano and K. Wolf (New York, 1993), p. 194; Vésteinn
Olason, Dialogues, p. 217.
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upp ok skok hofudit, lagdist nidr aptr sidan.*
This belongs more to the pantomime than the heroic biography:
small wonder that Finnbogi repeatedly refuses to recount the details
when questioned. Readers disappointed in his unglamorous later
career in Iceland® would do well to recall the humorous question-
mark placed by this episode over traditional concepts of heroism.

A subtler but more consistent critique of such concepts is found
in the second tecension of Ddrdar saga hredu® Dordr is a typically
heroic Norwegian aristocrat, who setves as King Gamlis champion
and makes stitring battle-speeches.”” But geography has a profound
effect on him. Once he has settled in prosaic Iceland, he does not
even tty to gain a chieftaincy. He devotes all his time to building boats
and halls and going to the market, fighting (and boasting of his
ancestry) only when compelled. But he is envied by the bullying
chieftain Skeggi, whose posturing is subtly mocked by the narrator.
Whereas Pordr’s sword was an honourable gift from a grateful king,
the bullying Skeggi has to grab his sword Skéfnung from a dead king,

in an incongruous mound-breaking anecdote. This anecdote comes

 Finnboga saga, ch. 11: Kjalesinga saga, ed. Johannes Halldorsson, iF 14
(Reykjavik, 1959), 274 . ‘Finnbogi said, “Stand up, bear, and attack me; that’d be
more worthwhile than lying on that dead sheep.” The bear sat up, looked at
him, and flopped down. Finnbogi said, “If you think ’'m over-armed against
you, I'll remedy that,” — removed his helmet, put down his shield, and said,
“Now stand up, if you dare.” The bear sat up and shook his head, then lay
down again’

% See for example J. Kennedy’s introduction to his translation of Finnboga saga
in The Complete Sagas, ed. Vidar Hreinsson, I11, 221.

% Only fragments of the first recension are preserved. This text presents P6ror
as a straightforward and rather belligerent ‘hero’, leading one to suspect that the
second recension represents a conscious reworking. See Brot af Dérdar sigu hredu:
Kjalnesinga saga, ed. Johannes Halldérsson, pp. 229-47.

7 Bériar saga hredu, ch. 1: Kjalnesinga saga, ed. Jéhannes Halldérsson, pp. 165-6.
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straight from the world of the legendary sagas, reminding the
audience of the sword’s supernatural property as well as establishing
that Skéfnung was ‘bezt sverd hefir komit tl [slands’.? Skeggi
swaggers about with it, but Skéfnung kills nobody and audience
expectation mounts. Finally, in chapter 10, he and bPordr stand face to
face in the moonlight, swords drawn — but then their families arrive
and separate them. Desperately frustrated, Skeggi storms back to the
local farm and slaughters a feeble old man in his bedroom, then
makes an incongruously ‘heroic’ speech to the headless cotpse.” The
bathos is repeated when, during the teconciliatory wedding, Pordr
accidentally draws Skofnung, |

Eidr melti: ‘Petta er parfleysa, féstri minn.’ D6rdr svarar: ‘Hvat mun

saka?” Eidr segir: ‘Dat er nittira sverdsins, at ndkkut verdr at héggva

med bvi, hvern tima er brugdit e
Dordr is now in a classic Norse-romance dilemma. How can he get
out of it without making a scene?

Do6rdr segir, ‘Pat skal préfa, ok hljép Gt ok kvad hann skyldu gortra vid

meratrbeinin ok hoggr hross eitt, er st68 { taninu.*
The romantic ‘magical gift’ motif is deflated for a second time. No
wonder Skeggi is so futious: Skéfnung was meant for better things. A
similar deflatory role is played by the equally anticlimactic magic

* Pirdar saga hredu, ch. 2: Kjalnesinga saga, ed. J6hannes Halldérsson, p. 169. “The
best sword that ever came to Iceland’.

: Dbérdar saga hredu, ch. 10: Kjalnesinga saga, ed. Johannes Halldétsson, p. 214.

: 'bo'ré’mj saga hredu, ch. 12: Kjalnesinga saga, ed. Johannes Halldétsson, p. 221.
‘Elér said, “T'hat’s rather unnecessary, foster-father.” “What’s the harm?” bérdr
.rephed. “It’s the property of the sword that it must strike something whenever
it’s drawn.”’

i Po’rﬂar saga, .ch. 12: Kyalnesinga saga, ed. Johannes Halldérsson, p. 221. ‘Pordr
said, “T’ll try it out,” and ran outside, saying it would have to chew on horse’s
bones, and slew a horse standing in the hayfield.’
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gloves in Dorskfiriinga saga”” In both sagas, heroic posturing prevents
these potent emblems of a legendary past from fulfilling their

potential.

The dissonance between romantic or legendary worlds and
prosaic Iceland has its finest comic expression in Stirnu-Odda draumr.
In this saga, the humble stargazer Oddi, who was neither a poet nor a
singer,” spends the night on Flatey, where he has been sent on an
errand. He dreams that he is back home at his mastet’s farm, and that
a guest is telling a typical legendary saga about King Geirvidr of
Gautland. When this storyteller mentions the king’s poet, something
remarkable happens:

HEn pegar pessi madr, Dagfinnt, var nefndr 1 ségunni, pa er fra pvi at
segja, er mjok er undarligt, at pa bra pvi vid 1 drauminum Odda, at
hann Oddi sjalfr pottist vera pessi madr, Dagfinnr, en gestrinn, sa er
soguna sagdi, er ni 6r sogunni ok drauminum ... En nd sidan er
drauminn sva at segja sem honum potti sjalfum fyrir sik bera, Odda, pa
poéttist hann vera Dagfinnr ok radast i ferdina med konunginum
Geirvidi.™

# After a spate of legendary-saga adventures in Scandinavia, the hero Gull-
Doérir returns to Iceland with a pair of magic gloves, also gifts from a mound-
dweller. Porir 1s told that if he strokes his men with these gloves before a battle,
they cannot be wounded. Back in Iceland, Périr becomes increasingly isolated,
and his heroic feats are forgotten as his fortune wanes. In ch. 15, Périr and his
men are about to defend themselves against a large company. At this point the
gloves are at last mentioned: Poérir puts them on to render his men invincible
before the enemy sees them. The audience anticipates victory on a supernatural
scale. But before Périr can touch them, his vainglorious companion Véflu-
Gunnarr rushes out to attack, and spoils everything. The gloves never reappear.
See Dorskfirdinga saga, chs. 3 and 15: Hardar saga, ed. Pérhallur Vilmundarson and
Bjatni Vilhjalmsson, {F 13 (Reykjavik, 1991), 184 and 211.

 Stgrnu-Odda dranmr, ch. 1: Hardar saga, ed. Péthallur Vilmundarson and Bjarni
Vilhjalmsson, p. 459.

* Stiornu-Odda dranmr, ch. 4: Hardar saga, ed. Porhallur Vilmundarson and Bjarni

77




Raiph O ’Connor

‘Dagfinnt’ subsequently recites a splendid poem. But when the dream
is approaching its climactic sea-battle, ‘Dagfinnr’ bends down to tie
his shoelace. He wakes up ‘ok var pa Oddi, sem van var’*® After
looking at the stars and remembeting his dream-poem, he goes back
to bed and his dream continues heroically from where it left off. After
another praise-poem, ‘Dagfinnt” wins the kings sister’s hand in
marriage. ‘The kurteislgr (‘courtly’) happy ending atrives, and they live
happily ever after.*

But the dream is over. Oddi wakes up and remembers part of his
second poem, which appears to be a fourteenth-century archaizing
imitation of a drdpa. After these stanzas, the saga ends with truth-
claims, and finally: ‘M4 ok eigi undrast, pétt kvedskaprinn sé stirdr,
bvi at i svefni var kvedit”” This resembles the humorously self-
conscious authorial protestations in some of the sillier Norse
romances.

The author’s uncanny grasp of the natrative mechanisms of
dream is worth a separate study in itself. Legendary Gautland, with
lashings of chivalry, is superimposed on twelfth-century Iceland by
means of a dream, which also mixes the imaginary landscape with

Vilhjilmsson, p. 465. ‘Now when this man Dagfinnr was named in the saga,
something very odd happened in Oddi’s dream: Oddi himself seemed to be
Dagfinnt, while the guest who was telling the saga is now out of the saga and
out of the dream ... From here on, the dream must be told as Oddi himself
seemed to experience it, thinking he was Dagfinnr and preparing for a journey
with King Geirvior.’

* Stjsrnu-Odda dranmr, ch. 7: Hardar saga, ed. Pérhallur Vilmundarson and Bjarni
Vilhjalmsson, p. 471. ‘And was Oddi again, as might be expected’.

% Stjsrnu-Odda draumr, ch. 8: Hardar saga, ed. Dérhallur Vilmundarson and Bjarni
Vilhjalmsson, p. 476.

37 Stigruu-Odda draumr, ch. 9: Hardar saga, ed. Pérhallur Vilmundarson and Bjatrni
Vilhjilmsson, p. 481. ‘Nobody need be sutprised if the poetry is rather stilted,
since it was composed in his sleep.’
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local place-names. In the gap between these two narrative worlds, the
‘saga’ of Oddi’s dream and its twelfth-century substrate, we can locate
that ‘latge field of potential irony’ whose presence scholars still deny

8 and whose

in the ‘completely objective’ Sagas of Icelanders,’
recurrence in ‘post-classical’ texts is deplored. How we interptet that
irony is a matter for speculation.”” One possibility, at least, brings us
back to the old notion of ‘post-classical’ romance as stylistic
escapism. Are we meant to conclude that Oddi’s dream represents a
marginalized Iceland’s yearning for the good old days when men were
real men? I doubt it. As with Greftis saga, in many ways a tragic
countetpart to Stsrnu-Odda draumr, the very concept of ‘heroism’ is
subtly undermined, as well as the time being out of joint. Maybe the
dream-saga is mocking such hypothetical yearnings, by pretending to
pander to them. Perhaps this is over-subtle; but one other short, late
saga reduces ad absurdum the idea that the near-civil war ending the
commonwealth made people bury their heads in the sand of
romance. This is Jikuls pattr Biasonar, composed by someone who was
not satisfied with the ending of Kjalnesinga saga, in which Jokull kills
his own father in self-defence. In this sequel, Jokull is so mortified
that he flees from Iceland to a rumbustious Nordic world of clumsy
trolls and gianté, where he rescues a prince, marries a princess, and
goes with them to Saracen-land, where he finally inherits the throne,
safely cocooned from moral complexities in the Technicolor wotld of
chivalric romance.* Who knows? Perhaps these sagas were supposed

% Robert Kellogg, ‘Introduction’, pp. xxxiv—xxxv; Jénas Kristjinsson,
‘Foreword’, The Complete Sagas, ed. Vidar Hreinsson, I, x1.

% pérhallur Vilmundarson lays out the evidence for the dream-narrative being a
roman-a-clef about twelfth-century disputes over chieftaincies in the Reykjadalr
area. Some of this is striking, some exceptionally tenuous. See Hardar saga, ed.
bérhallur Vilmundarson and Bjarni Vilhjilmsson, pp. cexiv—cexxil.

¥ Jokuls patir Bhasonar. Kjalnesinga saga, ed. J6hannes Halldérsson, pp. 47-59.
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to make people laugh.

Thankfully, these neglected texts are now available in English
translation in The Complete Sagas of Icelanders. But their availability is
hampered by the product’s punishingly high price. This, and the
daunting array of distinguished Presidential prefaces, hints at a more
familiar motive than making the sagas ‘accessible’.” The canon setves
its old purpose: ‘sagas” are historical works of ‘classical wisdom’
which ‘invite comparison with the masterpieces of classical Greece’,?
‘monumental works’ proving ‘that true democracy prevailed in
Iceland in its eatliest days...unhindered by the overburdening
presence of central authority’.” In this most monolithic form, the
‘classical’ canon is elevated from status symbol to totem object, both
representing and embodying Iceland’s heroic independence in the
face of European centralization.

‘May the sagas grow and floutish like the sacred ancient ash,
intones Jénas Kiristjdnsson in conclusion;* and we can be fairly
certain he was not referring to the anti-heroic frivolities of the ‘post-
classical’ sagas. I hope I have shown in this short time that we need
not work within that grand but restricting paradigm. Relegating
flippancy to the cultural doghouse prevents us from appreciating the
phenomenal scale and variety of the Icelandic literary achievement. I
shall conclude with the words of Gingu-Hrilfs saga:

I’d like to thank those whove listened and enjoyed this story, and since
those who don’t like it won’t ever be satisfied, let them enjoy their own
misery. Amen.”

*! Bjérn Bjarnason, ‘Foreword’, p. ix.

* Olafur R. Grimsson, ‘Foreword by the President of Iceland, Olafur Ragnar
Grimsson’, The Complete Sagas, ed. Vidar Hreinsson, I, vii—viii (at vit).

* Bjétn Bjarnason, ‘Foreword’, p. ix.

* Jonas Kiristjansson, ‘Foreword’, p. xi.

* Hermann Pilsson and P. Edwards, Gingn-Hrolf s saga (Edinburgh, 1980),
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p. 125. Gingu-Hrolfs saga, ch. 38: Fornaldar sigur nordurlanda, ed. Bjarni
Vilhjilmsson and Gudni Jénsson, 3 vols. (Reykjavik, 1943-4) 1I, 461. fHaﬁ
hverr pokk, er hlydir ok sér gerir skemmtan af, en hinir 6gledi, er angrast vid ok

ekki verdr at gamni. Amen.
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eald enta geweorc and the Relics of Empire:
Revisiting the Dragon’s Lair in Beowulf

E. V. Thornbury
Trinity College, Cambridge

The rather picturesque engraving of a Neolithic grave-mound on
Sjlland which forms figure 5 in Klaeber’s edition of Beownif might be
regarded as the seal upon the official interpretation of the dragon’s
habitation in the final portion of the poem.' Introduced by the poet
as a stanbeorh (2213a) ot hlww (2296b), the mound in which the hoard
was hidden was identified as ‘evidently a chambered tumulus’ as long
ago as 1869. This categorization has subsequently been refined with
sometimes remarkable specificity: ‘a Stone or Eatly Bronze Age

! Beownlf and the Fight at Finnshurg, ed. F. Klaebet, 3td ed. (Lexington, MA, 1950),
p- vii; all citations from Beown/f taken from this edition, and those from other
Old English poems from ASPR. Klaeber’s illustration, of a megalithic double
passage grave in Udby, Holbak Amt, is drawn from M. Hoernes, Die Urgeschichte
des Menschen nach dem hentigen Stande der Wissenschaft (Vienna, 1892), facing p. 302
(Figure 1 opposite); the original excavation is reported in Antiguarisk Tidsskrift
1846-8, 217-223; for further discoveries see P. V. Glob, ‘Korshoj: en
Dobbeltjattestue ved Ubby i Vestsjelland’, Fra Danmarks Ungtid: arkaologiske
Studier til Johannes Brondsted paa 50-Aarsdagen, ed. H. Norling-Christensen and P.
V. Glob (Copenhagen, 1940), pp. 67-92. It is not clear that a fifty-foot-long
dragon (Beown/f 3042) could fit comfortably in either of the two chambers.

?]. Thurnam, ‘On Ancient British Barrows, especially those of Wiltshire and
the Adjoining Counties; Part I: Long Barrows’, Archacologia 42 (1869), 161-244,
at 2024,
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Figure 1. The megalithic passage grave at Udby, Holbak Amt.

barrow’,” ‘a passage grave of the megalithic petiod’ with overtones, as
to the treasure, of Anglo-Saxon royal butials in the style of Sutton
Hoo;* ‘a megalithic tomb, not Scandinavian, but more probably Irish
or Scottish’.?

So many ctritics have been so willing to state that ‘there can be no
doubt as to which [type of Neolithic tomb] the dragon’s barrow in
Beownlf belongs™ chiefly because of a chain of unusually specific links
in terminology which allow the Beown/f-poet’s description to be tied to

*W. W, Lawrence, “The Dragon and his Lair in Beownlf, PML.A 33 (1918), 547—
83, at 576.

4 H. R. Ellis Davidson, “The Hill of the Dragon: Anglo-Saxon Burial Mounds in
Literature and Archaeology’, Folk-Lore 61 (1950), 16985, at 179.

> A. Keiller and S. Piggott, “The Chambered Tomb in Beowulf’, Antiguity 13
(1939), 360-1.

§ Lawrence, “The Dragon and his Lair’, p. 574.
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identifiable archaeological remains. In the Anglo-Saxon poem, the
dragon’s beorh is twice desctibed as enta geweorc (2717hb, 2774a), ‘the
work of giants’, and in the description of Denmark in the preface to
his Gesta Danornm, Saxo Grammaticus wrote that ‘Danicam vero
regionem giganteo quondam cultu exercitam eximiae magnitudinis
saxa veterum bustis ac specubus affixa testantur.”” Even in recent
times it was customary for a megalithic structure in Denmark to be
called a jzttestue, ot ‘giant’s room’;® and since many are still extant, it is
possible to gain a faitly exact picture of ‘the work of giants’ as
petceived by Saxo, and, in the same Germanic tradition, the Beownlf-
poet. Hence figure 5 in Klaeber’s Beownl.

But as some critics have likewise remarked, in the dragon-fight
episode ‘the background of scenety...is often vague ot inconsistent’,’
and the ambiguities in the Beownffpoet’s sparse descriptions make
absolute classification more difficult than has often been recognized.
A few ‘facts’ are of course easily obtainable. First, the dragon’s lair is
made of stone: it is teferred to as a Stanbeorh, 2213a, and is
consistently described as san throughout the episode — at, for
example, 2553b, 2557b, and 2744b. Also, despite some disagreement

10

on this point," the beorh itself is man-made: the vocabulary of

" Gesta Danorum, Praefatio iii: Saxonis Gesta Danorum, ed. J. Olrik and H. Rader, 2
vols. (Copenhagen, 1931-57) I, 9. “That the Danish area was once cultivated by
a civilisation of giants is testified by the immense stones attached to ancient
barrows and caves’ P. Fisher and H. Ellis Davidson, Saxo Grammaticus: the
History of the Danes, 2 vols. (Cambridge, 1979) 1, 9.

® As was noted very eatly on: see Thurnam, ‘Ancient British Batrows’, pp- 205-6.
? K. Sisam, ‘Beowulf’s Fight with the Dragon’, RES ns 9 (1958), 12940, at 140.
""E.g. Sisam (‘Beowulf’s Fight’, p. 131), like Schiicking much eatlier L. L
Schiicking, Untersuchungen sur Bedeutungslehre der angelsivhsichen  Dichtersprache
(Heidelberg, 1915), pp. 71-81), is of the opinion that the dragon inhabits a

natural cave on the sea-coast.
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o "o
architecture which pervades the descriptions of the mound. might
be considered as metaphorical or merely ambiguous language for
natural formations, if the mound were not specifically introduced as

niwe be nesse, nearocrafium jest ‘new upon the headland, seztled .W.lth
secure devices’ (2243) in the first explanation of the treasure’s origin.
These relative certainties mesh well with the idea of a Neollt%nc
tomb, as does the use of the words hlew and beorh — both of which
can mean ‘hill or raised ground” but which frequently have the
specific meaning ‘barrow’.”? Other aspects of the hlew, howev.er, illave
required sometimes elaborate explanations in order to Feconcﬂe t em
with this theory. Two desctiptive passages will serve to llustrate this:

Geseah da be wealle ...
stondan stanbogan, stteam ut ponan

brecan of beorge; wes pere burnan wzlm
headofyrum hat" (2542a, 2545-25472)

Pa se xdeling giong,
pzt he bi wealle wishycgende
gesxt on sesse;  seah on enta geweorc,
hu da stanbogan  stapulum faste

cce eordreced innan healde. (2715b-2719)

The word stanbogan (25452, 2718a) has in particular proved

" T.g. weall “wall’ (2307b, 2520a, 2542a, 2716a, 2759a, 3060a, 31‘0;2\‘), ez;ﬁ_:zl/’/
‘carth-wall’ (3090a); reced, sele “hall (3088a, 3128b), cordsele, —mf ear e
(2410a, 2515a, 2719a), hringsele “ring-hall’ (2840a, 3053a); stanbogan ‘stone arches
(2545a, 2718a); stapul ‘suppott, post’ (2718b); Arof ‘roof” (2755b).

2B T svv. ‘hlew’, ‘beorh’.
3 “Then by the wall he saw stone arches standing, a stream emerged there from

1 i i i le-fires.’
the hill; that burning river was hot with batt] : '
1 “Then the nobleman went and sat, pondering deeply, on a seat by the w:.;lll,.he
gazed upon the work of giants, saw how the eternal earth-hall contained inside

>
stone arches securely on supports.
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problematic. The compound is found in all of Old English only in
these two passages, and there is a difficulty in knowing precisely what
is intended by it: literally ‘stone bows’, the word would seem to mean
‘stone arches’. The arch in its technical sense, however, was unknown
in the Neolithic period, although in some graves % kind of vaulted
ceiling is obtained by laying stones horizontally which project beyond
each other’,” forming a rounded cotbelled ceiling which ‘s quite
unknown in the late megalithic architecture of Scandinavia. It occurs
however not infrequently in the chambered tombs of Ireland and
Scotland’,' a fact which has led some commentatots to suppose that
the description in Beownlf ‘might have been compiled by the original
bard from the accounts of raiders returning from these parts, or it
may have been added [i.e., interpolated] in England by one personally
acquainted with such monuments’;"” while others have suggested that
stanbogan ‘might equally well be applied to the heavy cross-pieces of
stone set upon the uprights, stapuias, which formed the entrance to
the passage, and, particulatly in Scandinavian tombs, gave an accurate
key to the structure of the interior’,'®
In other words, in order to accurately describe an English or
Scandinavian megalithic tomb, the recurring word s/anbogan must be
very metaphorical and imprecise (‘bow’ is used to describe a square
post-and-lintel shape). Meanwhile, the Stapulas must be taken as
meaning simply ‘supports’ — and this, in turn, is rather vague if
referring to the weight-bearing walls of a corbelled vault — and thus
quite different from a very similat-sounding passage in Andreas:

He be wealle geseah  wundrum faste
under selwage sweras unlytle,

" Lawrence, “The Dragon and his Lair’, pp. 577-8.

' Keiller and Piggott, “The Chambered Tomb’, pp. 360—1.
7 1bid., p. 361.

18 Lawrence, “The Dragon and his Lair’, p. 579.
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: drifene
stapulas standan, storme be 3
eald enta geweorc"” (1492-1495a)

The pillats, called marmanstan ‘marble’ three lines ljdter, are apparent{l.y
classical-style columns, and in general, the set.ung, of Aﬁd;"imt 1:1
apparently envisaged as being like 2 Roman prov12f’1ce , as 1s 1nki Cahz :
also by the heavy use of Latin lc.)an—words. As Fr;%n s h
demonstrated with reference to the entirety of the Old English poe.tltc1
corpus, the phrase enta geweorc (found in Andreas 14952 and, “Et
reference to the dragon’s mound, in Beowulf 2717b. and 2774a) acs1
specifically Roman connotations in Audreas, The Ruin, Maxims II;I, an
possibly in The Wanderer™ It is curious, therefore, that any otr)n;n
connotations in Beowsnlf — especially in 2715b-2719, a passage vet aby
extremely similar to the ‘Roman’ Andreas 1492-1495a — should‘ e
considered obviated by the Beowsn/f passage’s apparent reference to ‘an
ancient butial-mound’” and the phrase exnta geweore interpreted as an
instance of ‘an older Germanic concept’ reﬂected' mote properly in
Saxo Grammaticus and Snotri Stutluson’s Gylfaginning than Andreas ot
.23

B ij:aﬂil‘df in Beownlf has never won particularly wide acceptance,
though it has been suggested with moderate frequﬁncy; purely
Germanic material culture has generally been preferred.™ In the very

¥ By the wall he saw great columns remarkably steady, pillars standing along
i k of glants’

the hall’s wall, lashed by storms, the ancient wor '

% ; J. Frankis, ‘The Thematic Significance of enta geweore and Related Imagery in

The Wanderer, ASE 2 (1973), 25369, at 255-6.

2! Frankis, ‘The Themadc Significance’, p. 257.

2 Thid., p. 254.

2 Ibid., p. 258. ‘
H See aio, for instance, M. Osborn, Laying the Roman Ghost of Beownlf 320

and 725, NM 70 (1969), 246-55, for a refutation of the necessity to presume
Roman—s’tyle pavement in either Heorot ot the surrounding road network.
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catly part of the last century, for instance, Stjetna proposed (in vain)
that the dragon’s treasure-chamber be regarded as a description of a
Roman ruin.” Stjerna’s peculiar literalism — he read the poem as if it
were a treatise on antiquities — is indeed hardly defensible; and yet
insistence that the dragon’s mound itself must be 2 pictute of a
Scandinavian or British Neolithic grave so consistent and exact that
one can ‘“form a cotrect idea of the archzological type to which it
belongs™ is unnecessarily dogmatic, and — much more importantly —
requires the suppression or distortion of portions of the text.
Beownlf is not an historical record of fifth-centuty Scandinavia,
and the poet was not concerned to make it so. This is made clear
enough by the description of Grendel’s mere, notoriously
characterized as ‘a gallimaufry of devices™ fusing multple elements
from sources as diverse as the folk-tale basis of Grezts saga and the
image of hell from the Visio S. Paui?® and there seems no reason that
the poet should make archaeological exactitude his goal two-thirds of
the way through the poem. It seems very reasonable, therefore, to
accept the possibility of a mingling of disparate details in this scene,
and thus to consider Brodeut’s more moderate observation that the

P K. Stjerna, Essays on Questions Connected with the Old English Poem of Beownlf,
trans. and ed. J. R. Clark Hall (London, 1912), pp. 37-9: a theory ‘obviously
untenable’ (Keiller and Piggott, “The Chambered Tomb’, p- 360), ‘wholly astray
in its main conclusions’ (Lawrence, “The Dragon and His Lair’, p- 579, n. 40).

* Lawtence, ‘The Dragon and His Lair’, p. 572.

“E. G. Stanley, ‘Old English Poetic Diction and the Intetpretation of The
Wanderer, The Seafarer, and The Penitent’s Prayer, Anglia 73 (1955), 413-66, at 441.
% See, inter alia, K. Malone, ‘Grendel and his Abode’, Studia Philologica et 1 itteraria
in Honorem L. Spitzer, ed. A. G. Hatcher and K. L. Selig (Bern, 1958), pp- 297-
308; C. Brown, ‘Beownif and the Blickling Homilies and Some ‘Textual Notes’,
PMIL.A 53 (1938), 905-16; and R. L. Collins, ‘Blickling Homily XVI and the
Dating of Beownlf, Medieval S tndses Conference Aachen 1983, ed. W-D. Bald and H.
Weinstock (Bern, 1984), pp. 61-9.
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beorh ‘seems, as the poet conceives it, to combine S(he actual features
of a primitive barrow with those of a Roman ruin’”

The appellation ena geweorc and the vocabulary of Roman
architecture — the stapulas and stanbogan, as well as the frequent use of
the Latin loan-word wea/ — make a link to Roman ruins a natural
interpretation of the text. Application of such a context to an
underground treasury would not require a departure from Anglo-
Saxon popular thinking, as the Anglo-Saxon Chronicle entry for 418

reveals:
Her Romane gesomnodon al pa gold hord pe on Bretene wzron, ond
sume on cotpan ahyddon. Pzt hie nanig mon sippan findan ne
meahte, ond sume mid him on Gallia leddon.”

Moreovet, one of the treasures in the dragon’s hoard appears to have

certain Roman connotations:

Swylce he siomian geseah  segn eallgylden
heah ofer horde, hondwundra meest,
gelocen leoducraftum;  of pzm leoma stod,
pat he pone grundwong  ongitan meahte ...

segn eac genom,
beacna beothtost.”' (2767-2770, 2776b-2777a)

¥ A. G. Brodeur, The Art of Beowuif (London, 1960), p. 127.

3 Anglo-Saxon Chronicle 418 A: Two of the Saxon Chronicles Parallel, ed. C Plumgler
(Oxford, 1892-9) I, 10. Except for minor spelling variants, MS E 1s.1den.t1c'al.
“In this year, the Romans gathered all the treasuries of gold that were in Britain,
and hid some in the earth, so that no one should find it afterward, and some
they took with them into Gaul’

31 ‘He also saw a golden standard hanging high above the hoard, th.e greatest of
hand-wonders, fastened with the craft of limbs; light shone from it, so that he
could see the floor...he likewise took the standard, the brightest of beacons’.
The manuscript reading of 2769b is actually /foman; Tripp’s suggestec}
interpretation ‘he [Wiglaf] stood out of the light, so that he could see the 'ﬂoof
(R. P. Tripp, Jt, “The Restoration of Beowslf 2769b and 2771a, and Wiglaf’s
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appropriate object, at any rate, to be discovered in an anclent treasure
chamber, especially just after the slaying of the dragon-guardian.

A final connection with Roman sites could perhaps be construed
in pere burnan welm,| headofyrum hat (2546b-2547a) that runs from the
dragon’s mound, it rather reminds one of The Ruin 38b—39a, in which
stream hate wearp/ widan wylme ‘the hot stream sprung forth with a
broad flood’ in what is presumably Roman Bath.* This is somewhat
fanciful, though; it seems more likely that the burning stream is
connected to the fyrbad ‘fiery bath’ that is one of the torments of hell
in, for instance, Christ B 830-831a. This image of rivers of fire is
possibly connected to the classical Phlegethon — the fiery river
of Hades may have been known to Anglo-Saxons, as the glossed
lemma from Prudentius’s Cathemerinon 111198, de flegetonte (elossed
‘de fluuio infirni’, ‘quia totus sit igneus’, ‘of ligespiwelum flode’),
demonstrates.”

In this case, then, the Beown/f-poet might have associated a fiery
river with classical antiquity, or he may have perceived it as a purely
Christian element in his synthesized setting. In either case, it is clear
that traditional critical insistence on the real-world accuracy of the
description of the dragon’s lair must be abandoned, for the beorh of
the poem 1s no more authentic a Scandinavian landmark than the cave
of the Grendel-kin. It is, rather, a construct, formed of disparate
materials, each with its own set of associations: so that a better
understanding of the significance of the individual strands will
naturally lead to a more accurate perception of the episode’s full

3 See, for instance, C. Abram, In Search of Lost Time: Aldhelm and The Ruir,

above, pp. 23—44 at pp. 23—4, n. 2.

3 H. D. Meritt, The OF Prudentins Glosses at Bonlogne-sur-Mer, Stanford Stud. in
Lang and Lit. 16 (Stanford, 1959), 22 (gloss no. 207). The manuscript is
Boulogne-sur-Mer, Bibliothéque municipale, 189 (Chaist Church, Cantetbury,
5. x/xi; glosses 4. xi", xi'; provenance St-Bertin).
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Frankis showed to be concentrated about the eyzy Lemweore formula may
~ despite his own apparent doubts — be accurately attributed to the
beorh. The elegiac tone, and inevitable parallels between the defeated
Romans and doomed Geats, ate fully consonant with the theme and
tenor of the final portion of Beownlf, and show, moreover, a sort of
emotional historical consciousness — a vision focused more on the

pagan world. Indeed, the Beownlf-poet’s freedom o select and
recombine those elements of the past which he believed to be most
important and significant, contrasts tather amusingly with his
interpreters’ tendency to be too tightly fettered by our own critical
past.
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