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'Legendary Metal Smiths and Early English Literature' is a study of Cheislian
religious influence on the portrayal of a powerful technology, metallurgy, in
Old Enghsh verse. Starting from the controversy over the supernatural
role of metal smiths In a metrical Anglo-Saxon charm, i1t proceeds to
explore the impact of Christian thought on attitudes to the metal-worker in
late antiquity and early medieval Europe. Significant and contentious
characterizations of the smith in the Cain legend, the lives of the saints,
and legends of Christ are discussed in turn. A chapter on heroic verse
and another on wonder-working discuss, among other topics, the theory that
Anglo-Saxon metal smiths were regarded with fear and superstition. The
thesis put forth by the author in the course of this survey is that the
critical approach which explains the concern of Anglo-Saxon literature with
smithcraft as little more than an irrational primitivism finds little support
In the religious writing of the period. What requires explanation i1s not
the view that metallurgy was a matter of Christian concern, but the
assumption that 1t was not. While this study i1s primarily concerned with
mapping literary themes, 1t 1s not confined to the world of the

imagination. Holding that themes, in order to be appreciated, must be
perceived, where possible, in the light of the historical conditions in which
they {lourished, 1t devotes part of its space to a consideration of the

latter. It examines the role of the monastic movement in disseminating
an 1dealistic view of industry; describes the achievements of Anglo-Saxon
metal-working; and attempts to appreciate some of the real hardships faced
by workers mn the Anglo-Saxon forge. The insights gained from this
approach lead ultimately to a new reading of the metrical Anglo-Saxon
charm with which the study began, a reading which, rather than peering

backwards 1nto the pagan past, looks forward to subsequent and more
familiar examples of the forge in literature.
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Preface

The scope of this thesis is described in the abstract and the
introduction (Chapter I), so that there is hardly any need of a formal
preface. A word ought to be said, however, regarding the term
'legendary'. The sort of 'legend' I have in mind is not restricted to the
nagiographical type, but is what the Oxford English Dictionary describes as
'a traditional story popularly regarded as historical'. I have adopted a
neutral stand on questions regarding the historical accuracy of these
legends. Such questions are no doubt interesting, but would be more
profitably debated in another forum. It may also be explained that some
discretion has been exercised in the selection and presentation of material.
The well-known figure of Weland has been treated (in Chapter V), for
example, with less detail than Tubalcain (Chapter II) or Jesus the Smith
(Chapter IV and Appendix), two themes with which the modern reader is
relatively unfamiliar. In addition, the treatment of Greek, Latin, Irish and
folk-lore materials is intended merely to illustrate certain general topics
pertaining to English literature; a fuller account was, under the
circumstances, hardly possible.

The following books and articles listed in the Bibliography have been

especially valuable: Elisabeth Frenzel, 'Stoff-uwd Motivgeschichte':

R. J. Forbes. Metallurgy in Antiquity: A Notebook for Archaeologists and
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Technologists; Abbé Texier, Dictionnaire d'orfevrerie, de gravure et de ciselure
chretiennes; Carl-Martin Edsman, Ignis Divinis; and J. H. G. Gratton and
C. Singer, Anglo-Saxon Magic and Medicine. 1 have profited too from Jane
Acomb Leake's The Geats of Beowulf: A Study in the Geographical
Mythology of the Middle Ages; Dr. Leake's study, which deals with
legendary nations, has provided a useful pattern on which to build a study
of legendary metal smiths, a pattern for which I am most grateful. 1 am
also grateful to Professor T. A. Shippey and his colleagues in the School
of English, Leeds University, for their encouragement, criticisms and good
advice; and to the Association of Commonwealth Universities and several
members of my own family in Canada, for giving generous financial
support during the long years that were required to complete this brief
dissertation. It is fitting and pleasant, finally, to add that Claire
Winstone, a graduate of Hull University now living in Vancouver, has
expertly set the text In computerised Century type using TEXTFORM, a
remarkably versatile word processing programme written by the Computing

Services department of the University of Alberta.

West Point Grey,
Vancouver, British Columbia,

January, 1987.
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CHAPTER 1: Introduction

How strangely gleams .
The red light of the forge!
(Longfellow, The Spanish Student. iii, 4)

For some time now controversy has been growing over the identity of
seven metal smiths in a celebrated Old Engish charm. Entitled Wi3
Ferstice, the charm purports to treat a farstice (a sudden pain or stitch
perhaps caused by lumbago or rheumatism), an ailment which it attributes
to esa gescot (the shot of gods), ylfa gescot (the shot of elves), or
h&gtessan gescot (the shot of a witch). Wid Farstice (hereinafter
abbreviated to WF) then describes the forging of a knife by a smith and
the manufacture of spears by six smiths, but the significance of this
activity has proved persistently difficult for modern scholarship to explain.
Imtially, 1t 1s true, attention was diverted to purely textual matters, for
the charm's twenty-nine lines show some signs of corruption. They are
known from only one source, the assorted collection of Old English and
Latin charms, prayers and medicinal recipes which is entitled Lacnunga and
preserved in an early eleventh century Anglo-Saxon manuscript, British
Museum Harley 585.' One line of WF is nearly illegible in the MS, while
others are grammatically peculiar. In addition, WF stylistically resembles
Old English alliterative verse, but frequently departs from the expected

pattern. Imtially, WF posed a challenge to editors. First printed in 1841



by Thomas Wright, WF has been often re-edited and several emendations
have been proposed and debated. Textual controversy has, however.
abated since a number of modern editions were published in the 1940's
and 1950's.? By contrast, literary analysis of WF is a more recent
phenomenon, but since 1900 scholarship has notably turned to problems of
Interpretation and increasingly today attention is focused on the charm's
uncanny allusion to smiths, now regarded as a major crux.

These unidentified metal-workers are mysteriously poised between
hostile supernatural forces and a reassuring exorcismal formula. Their
function in the charm is certainly not apparent at first sight, although the

context 1s wvivid enough:

Wid feerstice feferfuige and seo reade netele, e purh @rn inwyxd, and
wegbrade; wyll in buteran.

Hlude wzran hy, la, hlude, da hy ofer pone hlew ridan,
we&ran anmode, da hy ofer land ridan.
5 Scyld du 8e nu, pu 8dysne nid  genesan mote.
Ut, lytel spere, gif her inne sie!
Stod under linde, wunder leohtum scylde,

par 08a mihtigan wif hyra mazgen berazddon
and hy gyllende garas s&&ndan;

10 Ic him oderne eft wille sz&ndan,
fleogende flane, forane togeanes.

Ut, lytel spere, gif hit her inne sy!
Szt smid, sloh seax lytel,

% % iserna, wundrum swide.
15 Ut, lytel spere, gif her inne sy!
Syx smidas s&tan, w&lspera worhtan.
Ut, spere, n&s 1n, spere!
Gif her inne sy 1Isernes del,
h&gtessan geweorc, hit sceal gemyltan.
20 Gif du ware on fell scoten 000e ware on flaesc scoten

000e weare on blod scoten




008e wzre on lid scoten, n&fre ne sv Jin lif atzesed:

gif hit ware esa gescot 00 0e hit ware vlfa gescot

000e hit ware hagtessan gescot, nu ic wille 3in helpen.
25 Pis O0e to bote esa gescotes, dis Ode to bote vIfa gescotes.

0is Ode to bote hzgtessan gescotes; ic Jin wille helpan.

Fleoh per * * * on fyrgenheatde.
Hal westu, helpe 3din drihten!
Nim bonne ba&t seax, ado on watan.?3

(Against a sudden stitch, feverfew and the red nettle
that grows into the house and waybroad: boil in butter.
Loud were they, lo, loud, when they rode over the mound,
Were resolute (of one fierce mind) when they rode over the ground.
5 Shield yourself now, that you may escape this evil.
Out, little spear, if you be in here!
(He, or I) stood under linden-wood, under a light shield,
Where the mighty women talked up their strength
And sent their screaming spears.
10 I want to send them back another,
A flying arrow, from the forefront, against them.
Out, little spear, if it be in here!
A smith sat, struck a little knife,
* * % of irons, exceptionally strong.
15 Out, little spear, if you be in here!
Six smiths sat, worked war-spears (slaughter spears).
Out, spear, not in spear!
If a piece of iron be here within,
Work of witch, it must melt away (or heat must melt it).
20 It you were shot in the skin, or were shot in the flesh,
Or were shot in the blood,
Or were shot in the body, never may your life be injured.
If it were the shot of gods, or it were the shot of elves,
Or 1t were the shot of witch, now I will be your help.
25 This be thy remedy for the shot of gods, this thy
remedy for the shot of elves,
This thy remedy for the shot of witch; I will be your help.
Fly away there * * * to the mountaintop!
Be welll God be your help!
Take then the knife, plunge it in the liquid.)*

Who are the smiths so forcefully presented in the middle of the

charm (lines 13-14 and 16)? This is a difficult question to answer and




the difficulty is one of association, not of terminology. Technically these
artisans, denoted by Old English smid (plural smidas). are making a knife
and battle-spears. As Anglo-Saxon knives and spears were made of
metal—usually iron—there has never been any hesitation in translating

smid in this context simply as 'smith', its Modern English descendant,
even though the modern form ('smith'), according to the Oxford English
Dictionary, denotes metal-workers exclusively while the Old English form
('smid') is said by the Bosworth-Toller Anglo-Saxon Dictionary to mean a
carpenter as well as a metal-worker. But this semantic difficulty need not
detain us at present: in WF we are dealing not with carpenters, but with

> Nowhere else in Old English literature, however, are smiths

metal smiths.
portrayed, as they are here, in juxtaposition with an otherworldly host of
riders, fearsome women armed with spears and incantations, and the shot
of witch, elves and gods. The charm itself presents no obvious clues
about the nature of the smiths' relationship to the malevolent power which
has induced, or the beneficent source which will heal, the 'sudden stitch'
which supernatural evil has caused with little spears or 'shot' (gescot! of
iron. Nor are we told why there are, in all, seven smiths and why one
of them 1s making a knife (line 13) while the rest are forging
battle-spears (line 16). To answer such questions one obviously needs to
know more about the religious and literary associations of the metal smith

in Anglo-Saxon England. The charm's anonymous author was undoubtedly

alluding to a well-known belief or legend, but today it is difficult to find



his source in the diminished remains of Anglo-Saxon lore.

Such a legend or belief would not be without interest, nor should
we be surprised to learn that much scholarly effort and ingenuity have
been expended in trying to solve the identity of these smiths and explain
their role in the charm. From the outset, an interesting aspect of the
problem was its potential to shed light on the status of metallurgy in
early medieval thought; at the same time it was believed that the
primitive religious background of northern Europe would provide some
insights. The early nineteenth century researches of Jacob Grimm into
pre-Christian Germanic beliefs had drawn attention to the supernatural
associations of metal smiths in continental traditions as well as to the
Interesting fact that smiths are more noticeable in saga, epic -and folk-tale
than they are, it seems, in more modern genres of literature.® To many
this was to suggest a definite link between paganism and smithcraft in
early medieval Europe. At the samé time, Grimm had commented on WF
itself, noting that the concept of elf-shot was wide-spread in folk belief and
suggesting that it might be linked with paganism.’” Henceforth it thus
seemed natural to perceive WF primarily as a relic of Iron Age magic in
which was revealed a breath-taking glimpse of primitive Germanic
superstitions linking the metal smith with picturesque, but irrational. beliefs
of undoubted mystical appeal.

The nature of such beliefs turned out to be rather hard to

establish, however. The pagan Anglo-Saxon smith is shrouded in obscurity.



To be sure, the smiths of the Dark Ages were highly accomplished
craftsmen, skilled in working iron, gold and other metals. Little is known
about them, however, except what may be gleaned from those of their
products which have come to light in archaeological excavations. The
treasure found at Sutton Hoo, for example, was made by an unknown
goldsmith considered by experts to be one of the greatest masters of his
art ever to have lived.® Other finds have shown that contemporary
blacksmiths were skilled in the manufacture of iron weapons.® Yet
archaeologists have been able to tell us little more. Writing in 1915, the
art historian Baldwin Brown was able to state that most of the metal
opjects (many of fine workmanship) discovered in Anglo-Saxon pre-Christian

graves were of native origin, but he had to concede that

further questions arise as to where, by whom, and under what conditions
the native manufacture was carried on. It is disappointing to state that
there 1s practically no evidence, and very little that even amounts to a
hint upon this interesting and important subject. Conjecture may be aided
to some small extent by analogues drawn from other countries or periods,
but of direct information as to the processes and conditions of Anglo-Saxon
craftsmanship there is almost total dearth.'®

It 1s true that since Brown's era archaeology has in fact shed new light
on the material processes involved in Anglo-Saxon smithcraft, but nothing
has come to light regarding magical beliefs related to metallurgy, if such

11

existed, at that time. Given this dearth of background information and

the puzzling vagueness of WF itself about the relationship between



smithcraft and the supernatural in Anglo-Saxon England, it is hardly
surprising that scholars have come up with conflicting explanations of the
smiths of WF and their identities.

As appropriate superstitions were not to be found in native
Anglo-5axon sources, scholars had to look elsewhere. Conveniently, the
Finno-Scandinavian world is replete with exotic traditions involving
smithcraft, magic and the supernatural. Smiths are invoked in Finnish
charms, while in Old Norse texts there is much detailed information about
legendary and mythological smiths such as the elves associated with the
wizard-smith Volundr, or Wielant, who as Weland is mentioned briefly in a
number of Old English texts and who is often referred to as 'Wayland' in
current English orthography. As elves are also mentioned in Old English
texts (albeit never in connection with Weland or smithcraft), scholars were
quick to associate the smiths of WF with elf-smiths and the figure of
Weland, whom they portrayed as a wizard on the Scandinavian model.
Although this association has remained rather vague, it has provided the
framework for a perennial debate concerning the smiths' role in the
healing process intended by the charm. It is assumed that the smiths are
In some sense magical, but whether they are good or bad magic is

unsettled.
The view that the smiths are good magic stems from the
anthropological work of Felix Grendon. Grendon compared Anglo-Saxon

charms with those of Finland, Germany and many other nations. He



provided what became the recognised. 'orthodox' interpretation of WF and

a succinct explanation of its structure:

The spell is intended to cure a sudden twinge or stitch. possibly
rheumatism, supposedly due (see lines 3, 8, 19, 23 and 24) to shots sent
by witches, elves and other spirits flying through the air. The charm
falls naturally into five divisions: i (lines 1-2), A recipe for a magic herbal
concoction; 11 (lines 3-5), The epic introduction; iii (lines 6-17). The attack
of the flying demons and the exorcist's three retaliatory measures, —flying
dart, knife forged by the smith, and spears wrought by six smiths: iv
(ines 18-28), The principal incantation; v (line 29), A final direction to the
exorcist.
Grendon identified the smiths with beneficial 'retaliatory measures': in
support of this interpretation he cited a Finnish charm in which 'spears
and arrows have been hurled by a malignant sorcerer, while the healing
exorcist threatens to attack the evil one with pincers made by the great
smith Ilmarinen'.'? Ilmarinen is the smith-god of Finnish folk-lore. By
analogy Grendon suggested that the smith in line 13 of WF was 'Wayland
possibly'.  Grendon also hinted that the other smiths might be elves, but
his pioneering analysis provided no further explanations for these tentative
conclusions. Yet although Grendon could not identify the smiths with any
certainty, his view that the smiths were beneficent quickly won acceptance.
Those who have adopted it include Wilhelm Horn, C. W. Kennedy, Godfrid
Storms, Howell Chickering and Gert Sandmann. '3

The opposing view that the smiths are bad magic stems from an

article published in 1911 by A. R. Skemp only two years after Grendon's.

Skemp approached the charm as a self-contained formal unit, yet although



his analysis subjected WF to close reading, it depended nonetheless on
assumptions based on Scandinavian sources. Thus he identified the smiths
making spears in line 16 with elves (as Grendon had tentatively done
also), but he argued that these were malevolent and linked with the yifa
gescot of lines 23 and 25. In a parallel manner the riders and chanting
women of the first part of the charm were to be identified, respectively,
with the gods and witches of the incantation. The practical advantages of
this interpretative strategy were twofold. In the first place, the 'magic'
of the charm could be explained as its power to overcome evil by naming
it. The evil was seen to be introduced vaguely in the first part of the
charm as riders, women and smiths and to be named explicitly in the
latter part of the charm as gods, witches and elves. A second advantage
of this iInterpretation was that it divined in the structure of WF a tight,
organic unity which would increase its value according to the canons of
literary taste. The major disadvantage of Skemp's approach was, however,
egregious: he could not adequately account for the single smith of line 183.
This smith destroyed the neat, tripartite symmetry essential to Skemp's
interpretation, for the charm distinguishes this smith from the rest, though
no parallel distinction is made for the elves and their shot. Furthermore,
the knifte which this smith is making is apparently to be identified with
the knife which the physician uses in line 29. Doesn't this then suggest

that the knife and its smith in line 13 are beneficial? Skemp had to

concede that this was indeed most probable. Rather than abandon his
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case, however, he asserted that the text was corrupt and that line 13
ought to be transposed with line 16, 'so as to give first the danger, then
the remedy'.'* Despite its difficulties, Skemp's view has been most
influential. Its adherents include Grattan and Singer, Wilfrid Bonser,
C. L. Wrenn, Minna Doskow, and Stanley Hauer.'5 It is interesting that
among Skemp's disciples many either implicitly or explicitly deviate from
Skemp's own position by assuming that the smith of line 13 is bad magic
also. This has led to the view, expressed in more general works of
medieval history, that there was a universal belief among the early
Germanic tribes that smiths were the cause of disease. 'S

It 1s not easy to do justice here to the subtlety and Ingenuity
displayed by both sides in the continuing debate over the smiths of WF.
The most revealing summary to date, however, is that given from the

Grendonite camp by Howell Chickering. Chickering sharply criticizes

Skemp's interpretation: remarking that the equation of the triplets

'riders/women/smiths' and

gods/witches/elves' is 'quite forced', he rightly
judges that Skemp's proposed alteration of the text is too free. On the
other hand, Chickering himself concedes that the view that the smiths are
good magic has not brought us any closer to identifying the smiths,
though he pleads, rather lamely, that 'while no Germanic legend is in
plain sight here, it may be to simply say "smith" in a charm was to

invoke Weland somehow'.'’ What we may conclude from Chickering's

candid summation 1s that neither camp has been able to identify the
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smiths to everyone's satisfaction. Indeed, F. P. Magoun once expressed
profound dissatisfaction with the way in which the smiths of WF were
being treated: Magoun warned that 'one must be very wary in projecting
on to the Anglo-Saxon scene Old-Scandinavian, specifically Icelandic concepts
and procedures ., . . of which many are perhaps quite late and specifically
Scandinavian'.'® In spite of this cogent advice, no one has been prepared
to undertake a detailed study of the role played by smithcraft in
specifically Anglo-Saxon texts.

Chickering's defence of the Grendonite position has recently received
two replies from scholars supporting the Skempist line, Minna Doskow and
Stanley Hauer. Their iInterest in the smiths demonstrates that the
problem of identification is far from being successfully solved. This 1is
confirmed by Hauer, the most recent to write on this matter, who states
that 'the presentation of the seven smiths, lines 13-17, initiates the central
portion of the lyric and remains a major crux that no critic of the poem
has been able to elucidate completely'.'® Yet as recent attempts to solve
this crux, including Hauer's, have done little but recapitulate with more
subtlety the arguments of Grendon and Skemp, it i1s difficult to see how
the old approaches can yield new answers. Thus if one 1s to undertake
another investigation into the possible sources for these smiths, it 1s surely
time for a fresh approach. There 1s a deep-seated need for more

convincing analogues here, ones which link smithcraft with the supernatural

on the one hand, medicine on the other and in addition have clear links
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with Anglo-Saxon England. A fresh approach is needed to clarifv the
relationship between the single smith of line 13 and the six smiths of line
16 and to throw light on the role of these smiths in the charm. Finally.
it would be helpful if a new approach could increase our understanding
and appreciation of WF as a poem in the context of other Oild English

poems. It 1s the aim of the present study to present new ideas which

will fulfill these requirements.

Research into the problem of the smiths has been severely
hampered by the assumption that Anglo-Saxons associated metal smiths
primarily with pagan legends and magical powers. So deeply rooted is
this approach that we tend automatically to resort to foreign legends of
questionable relevance to the Anglo-Saxon scene and never think to ask
whether this is really an appropriate way to treat Old English material.
This inflexible esteem for what appears to be wild and primitive in fact
presents a distorted picture of what Anglo-Saxons were capable of
perceiving In the metal smiths' forge. In the quest for the smiths of WF,
Beowulf 1s the only native text which has been called as witness and the
conclusions which have sometimes been drawn from this poem's allusions
to legendary smiths will not, I believe, stand up under serious
cross-examination. Otherwise, not a single Anglo-Saxon text has ever been
cited which might show that Anglo-Saxons believed in elf- or wizard-smiths.
Such total lack of support from native sources for the current theories

about the role of legendary smiths in WF and Anglo-Saxon England



emphasizes the need for a fresh approach to this subject.

Since the association between smiths and pagan magic is merelv an
assumption, one may discard it in order to approach the matter from the
opposite tack: namely, that the smiths are inspirational, an element of an
essentially heroic outlook on disease and suffering to be found in WF.

And we might assume further that pious influences have a bearing on the
matter: they have, in fact, proved relevant to the understanding of other
charms and recently critics like Doskow and Hauer have begun to look
upon WF as the work of a Christian author.

Initially, scholars and critics valued WF more as an anthropological
document than as a work of art. Their Zeitgeist was inspired by
romanticism and their quest was to search for Anglo-Saxon paganism.?2©
They hoped to find recollections of primitive, Germanic rituals and they
readily imagined that in WF they were dealing with the work of a bona
fide pagan 'medicine man'. The nineteenth century literary historian
Stopford Brooke, for example, reverently attributed WF to the antiquarian
interests of the poet Cynewulf out on a Wordsworthian ramble in a rural

Anglo-Saxon neighbourhood:

Cynewulf walked on, nor was he fated to leave the place till he had
heard something more heathen still. For now a little way in the wood he
came to a hill whence the trees had been cleared, and he saw a man
crouching doubled up on the ground in sudden pain of a stitch caused by
witchcraft; and another, who stood by, held a shining linden shield over
him as if to guard him from weapons shot at him, and was anointing
him with a salve of fever-few and the red nettle, which had grown
through a fence, and waybroad (plantago), which it was his habit, for he
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was a witch-doctor, to keep by him, having first boiled it in butter. that
he might heal those whom the fierce elves shot with their spears. So
Cynewulf drew near to listen, hiding in the fringe of the wood. and he
heard the man singing this pagan song [i.e. WF]. 2

It 1s noteworthy that Brooke's approach delights in those wild and
picturesque associations which could prove so exhjlaréting to nineteenth
century minds. Indeed, a long time was to pass before antiquarian
curiosity relaxed its grip on modern sensibilities enough to permit a more
critical appreciation of this charm. It was not until 1948 that Kemp
Malone raised its literary status appreciably by praising it as 'a little
masterpiece of its kind'.?? A further twenty years were to pass before
this seminal insight bore fruit in the form of a long article by Howell
Chickering devoted to the charm's rhetorical technique.??® Yet although
critical appreciation seems to have firmly established itself with the studies
of Doskow and Hauer, it has not been able to deal adequatelv, it seems,
with the problem of the smiths. The snag is that our understanding of
legendary metal smiths still derives from the uncritical romanticism of the
nineteenth century. The smiths of WF are still scrutinised for evidence of
supposed Anglo-Saxon pagan beliefs rather than in the light of Anglo-Saxon
hterary tradition. What we need to do is to extend the methods of
iterary criticism to the legendary metal smiths of Anglo-Saxon England.
The thesis presented here is that a solution to the problem of the

smiths 1n WF 1s to be sought, not in the 'unknowable unknown' of

primitive Germanic superstition, but in the climate of opinion surrounding
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the legendary metal smiths found in Anglo-Saxon writings. Here we shall
encounter intellectual and spiritual traditions which have their roots in late
classical Mediterranean civilisation and which, after they reached
Anglo-Saxon England in the 7th century, supplemented the native esteem
for the metal smith's art. We shall look for clues to the 1dentity of the
smiths of WF in the writings of scholars and monks and in the popular
customs and pious traditions of medieval religion, as well as in the
techniques and conventions of Old English verse. We shall discover and
examine a relationship between the forge and the supernatural realm which
1s more or less independent of pagan magic, but closely linked to the
dogma, ethics and spirituality of the early medieval Church. And we shall
find that in Old English verse the presentation of the smith is typically
idealised and that legendary smiths are portrayed in an heroic and
inspirational light.

Medieval literature presents us with a colourful gallery of legendary
metal smiths. In the next chapter we shall commence a survey of these
varied and distinctive characters by starting at the beginning with the
legend of the first smith, Tubalcain. Tubalcain was related to the evil
race of Cain and therefore it is pertinent to investigate whether his legend
adversely affected attitudes to the forge in the Middle Ages. Subsequently,
in Chapter III, we shall look at some of the legendary smiths who emerge
in the early medieval period. The literature devoted to these figures sheds

additional hight on attitudes to the metal smith at this time. Chapter IV
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Introduces us to legendary accounts of Christ as a metal smith: these
have, in the past, been equated with Germanic paganism, but we shall
provide interesting and little known evidence that the legend of Christ the
Smith is an expression of Christian beliefs and of some significance for
Anglo-Saxon studies. In Chapter VI we re-examine the 'magic' of WF in
the light of the Christian perspective on disease and healing prevalent in
Anglo-Saxon charms; in particular we shall focus on the role which a
legend of wonder-working in the forge might play in the charm. Chapter
V, meanwhile, examines the way the smith is treated in Old English verse
and deals with the legendary gold- and weapon-smith Weland. In our
seventh and concluding chapter we shall attempt to apply the results of
our research by offering a new and somewhat more penetrating reading of
WF. Fmally, an Appendix has been necessary in order to examine and
re-assess the meanings which have been assigned to Old English smid by
the standard dictionaries: material brought forward in Chapter IV makes
such a reassessment most necessary.

I have attempted to gather enough material to show that there was
a favourable attitude to smithcraft in Anglo-Saxon England, an outlook that
was not based on Iron Age magic, but which associated the metal smith
with heroic and religious ideals and a considerable literature of the forge,
now lost or neglected. Of course I have not been able to gather all the

legends dealing with smiths, but I believe that those which I have found

are significant and prove my case. As this material is not well known, I



have on occasion found it necessary to quote at length in order to
substantiate my argument; nevertheless, I have tried to keep quotation to
an absolute minimum, where possible. For the convenience of the reader
Greek and Latin passages are cited in published English translations, but
when a published translation of a Latin text was not available I have
quoted the original and given a literal translation of my own. I have
also thought 1t necessary to make use of material from times before and
after the Anglo-Saxon era as such material deepens our understanding of
the 1ssues involved. This is especially evident in the case of Christ's
associations with the forge, where, in order to appreciate their significance
for Anglo-Saxon studies it 1s necessary to trace their origins and
subsequent history.

Whereas previous explanations of the role of smithcraft in WF drew
upon early nineteenth century German scholarship and its dominant interest
in Germanic customs and have their basis in the assumptions of that
scholarship, my own attempt to solve the problem of the smiths has been
stimulated by the wviews of more recent specialists who have approached
the study of Anglo-Saxon civilisation with an ever-increasing awareness of,
and sensitivity to, the Christian background. This approach has influenced
the study both of Old English poetry and the Anglo-Saxon charm, with the
result that 1t 1s becoming more difficult to assert that WF 1s not a
Christian poem. Although it refers to the ese, pagan gods comparable to

the Icelandic Asir, these are now thought to proclaim rather than
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disqualify a Christian perspective. For, as Stanley Hauer points out,

it 1s altogether fitting that the asir should be employed by a Christian
poet as disease-bringing evil spirits, for many of the Germanic gods and
mythological beings were transformed by zealous Christian missionaries into
demons, devils and other workers of mischief. 2 ¥

In addition, those who specialize in the history of Anglo-Saxon medicine
now emphasize the importance of the Christian background also, for the
healing and care of the sick were important functions of the medieval
Church.?> Even though we know nothing of WF's author or his education,
it 1s a fair assumption that he would have known of Christian traditions
of the forge in the vernacular and it is not impossible that this same
person read Latin as well.

An important aspect of comparative study concerns the availability
of sources. How widely were Christian traditions relating to the forge
disseminated in Anglo-Saxon England? This is a question which I have
not been able to attempt in any detail, as it would involve highly
specialised study, but which is, nonetheless, relevant. Fortunately, there is
the work of J. D. A. Ogilvy to fall back on; several of the sources we
shall deal with are listed in his monograph, Books Known to the English,
597-1066, which, although it has been criticised for 'omissions . . . and
some deficiencies in method',?® has become a basic tool of Anglo-Saxon

studies. Of somewhat older date, but especially useful in our case, is

M. L. W. Laistner's A Hand-List of Bede Manuscripts, which allows us to
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glimpse the influence of Bede in the dissemination of a number of our
themes. It is now well established that there were Anglo-Saxon libraries
containing books on history, general science, cosmography, medicine, saints’
hives, patristic works, grammar and Christian as well as some pagan
classical poetry. J. E. Cross has pointed out that many among the
'generations of scholars who laid foundations for our present study of
vernacular Old English literature . . . assumed and often confirmed the
concept of "the literate Anglo-Saxon", realising that such phrases as "books
tell us”, "as 1t says in books", which are sprinkled about the poetry and
prose, were not meaningless formulas'.?”

While it 1s true that some of the works I refer to were probably
never known in Anglo-Saxon England, I have included them in order to
give more background to the development of Christian legends of the forge.
(This would apply particularly to the Greek texts cited in Chapter II and
perhaps to some of the continental and Irish legends in Chapter IIl.) The
availability of key sources—for example the Vitae Patrum and certain
writings of Josephus, Ambrose, Augustine, Cyprian and Isidore—is, however,
well established. Furthermore, much of my argument depends on native
Anglo-Saxon writing, principally certain works of Bede which are known to
have been well disseminated and widely read.

Bede's knowledge of Christian Latin authors is well-known, though

nonetheless astonishing. As Bede lLived within a century of the conversion

of England his extensive reading is a tribute to the English love of books
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and respect for Mediterranean culture. Through the great eighth century
library at York and York's famous scholar, Alcuin, much of this learning
was transmitted to the centres of the Carolingian Empire.

It the eighth century was a golden age of English learning, the
ninth, characterised by the Viking raids and invasions, was leaden with
1gnorance. But although Latin almost ceased to be studied, a programme
of restoring monasteries and reviving Christian culture generally was
instigated by Alfred the Great. Under the stimulus of contacts with the
Continent, learning recovered in the tenth century. This was an age in
which old monasteries were rebuilt and new ones founded, old books
recopted and new ones, like the homilies of Aelfric, written. It was an
age characterised by an attempt to spread among those who knew little or
no Latin the wisdom acquired In previous centuries. kEnglish translations

'

of the Bible were undertaken, English versions of saints' lives made more
readily available, and the learning of Latin itself was made more
pleasurable. In this ferment of intellectual effort the perception of
smithcraft found, for example, in the Latin Fathers and Bede undoubtedly
made headway. Thus, whether WF was composed in the first seed-time of

English Christianity, or in subsequent centuries, it 1s very probable that it

was subject to the influence of Christian traditions of the forge.
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CHAPTER 1II: Smitheraft and the Race of Cain

Wonder with mee
Why plowing, building, ruling and the rest.
Or most of those arts, whence our lives are blest,
By cursed Cains race invented be.
(Donne, The Progresse of the Soule, Stanza li)

Doubts about the contribution of the practical arts to human welfare have
frequently turned on interpretations of legendary accounts of how these arts
began. In Judaeo-Christian tradition the arts of animal husbandry, music

'

and smithcraft were linked with 'cursed Cain's race' in three terse verses

of the Book of Genesis (verses 20-22 of Chapter iv). The inventor of
metal-working was Tubalcain (verse 22) and mn Jewish and Christian
writing Tubalcain and his forge have often been used to prop up an
unfavourable attitude to smithcraft; for smithcraft, which has contribﬁted SO
much to human violence and greed, 1s among the most controversial of all
the arts. Influential Jewish authorities portrayed Tubalcain as a rapacious
warlord steeped 1n the crimes of the race of Cain. Apocryphal tradition,
moreover, attributed to fallen angels at war with God the growth of
metallurgy among men. These writings were not unknown 1n Anglo-Saxon
England after the Conversion to Christianity in the early seventh century
and 1t 1s mmportant to ask whether they adversely affected native attitudes
to the smith. In early medieval commentaries on Tubalcain and the

origins of smithcraft we have an untapped source of information about




attitudes to the forge for the period in which WF was probably composed.
A first insight, then, into the problem of the smiths in WF should be
discernible if we survey the treatment of Tubalcain in the works of
ancient authorities. Accordingly, we shall turn to the works of Origen,
Claudius Marius Victor, Augustine, Cyprian, Isidore and Bede, as well as
to the Book of Enoch and the writings of Philo Judaeus and Josephus, to
find out if the legend of Tubalcain would of necessity have encouraged
unfavourable attitudes to the forge in Anglo-Saxon England.

It i1s of some significance for medieval interpretations of Tubalcain
that Genesis does not explicitly condemn metal-working and its originator.
Telegraphically brief, the account of Tubalcain and the first forge 1s at
once vague and suggestive: 'Zillah bore Tubalcain; he was the forger of all
instruments of bronze and iron. The sister of Tubalcain was Naamah'

(v, 22). At first sight, this account of the first smith is devoid of
spiritual or moral implications. We are told nothing of Tubalcain's
character, or the reasons for his inventiveness, or its results. The absence
of any explicit condemnation of Tubalcain could be interpreted favourably

as a sign of the forge's beneficial contributions to civilisation. We shall
see that the positive aspects of smithcraft were, in fact, not overlooked by
Christian commentators. As their Jewish predecessors had, however,
written most unfavourably of Tubalcain, Christian writers who felt

positively about smithcraft were faced with somewhat of a challenge if

they attempted to gloss the legend of the first smith.
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In Jewish tradition, the context of the Tubalcain legend in the Book
of Genesis was most significant. Tubalcain was perceived as a small
theme suspended between two very large ones, those of Cain and the
Deluge. Cain was the first murderer and the first to persecute those
faithful to God. Tubalcain was among the last generation of Cain's
descendants, for God punished them with the Deluge in which they all
perished (Genesis i1v-vii). Tubalcain was thus clearly tainted by association
with these two terrible themes. The larger patterns of Genesis suggested
that metallurgy was the invention of an 1mpious race and that smithcraft
was 1nherently evil. Three Jewish works of classical antiquity were
influential 1n giving expression to such an unfavourable view of the forge:
The Book of Enoch, Philo's The Posterity and Exile of Cain and Josephus's
Antiquities of the Jews.

The Book of Enoch elaborates on the evil associations of the forge
in Genesis and emphasizes the malignant role which smithcraft must have
played in antediluvian decadence. Enoch 1s a composite work, both
prophetic and apocalyptic 1n nature, composed 1n Palestine in the second
century B.C.' Although it was denied canonical status by the Church, St
Augustine refers to it in The City of God and medieval Christians
apparently knew of it also.? It purports to be the work of the Enoch who
was seventh In the line of descent from Adam through Seth (see Genesis
v. 18) and it gives a more colourful account of events preceding the

Deluge than 1s found in Genesis.




In its account of the origins of metallurgy the Book of Enoch tells
of fallen angels who mated with human women to produce a race of
grants. The giants were an evil, warlike race: they 'consumed all the
acquisitions of men' and then 'turned against them and devoured
mankind'.? They 'began to sin against birds, and beasts, and reptiles. and
fish, and to devour one another's flesh, and drink the blood' (vii, 5).

Against this background a fallen angel called Azazel promoted the arts of

the smith and

taught men to make swords, and knives, and shields, and breastplates, and
made known to them the metals (of the earth) and the art of working
them, and bracelets and ornaments, and the use of antimony, and the
beautifying of the eyelids, and all kinds of costly stones, and all colouring
tinctures.

(vin, 1)

The results were catastrophic. 'There arose much godlessness, and they
committed fornication, and they were led astray, and became corrupt in all
their ways' (vill, 2). Decadence presents itself as an immediate
consequence of the Introduction of smithcraft into human aftfairs. While no
mention 1s made of Tubalcain (an indication, perhaps, of insufficient
evidence against him), we are given a more explicitly unfavourable picture
in Enoch of the origins of smithcraft than in the Genesis account of Cain
and the Deluge.

Unfavourable accounts of the origins of smithcraft are found also in

the writings of Philo Judaeus and Josephus. Philo, a Hellenized Jew of




Alexandria, lived in the first half of the first century A.D. and wrote
extensive allegorical commentaries on the books of the Old Testament.
Among these, The Posterity and Exile of Cain is relevant for its
explanation of the Tubalcain legend. Philo sees in smithcraft a symbol of
evil and an appropriate emblem of Cain, Tubalcain and all men who, like

them, lead profane, sensuous lives:

for the soul that is vehemently concerned about bodily pleasures or the
materials of outward things, 1s being ever hammered on an anvil, beaten
out by the blows of his desires with their long sweep and reach.®

Moreover the evil in smithcraft i1s not only symbolic, but also real.
omithcraft is appropriately associated with the ungodly because 'all these
people are warmakers, and that i1s why they are said to be workers iIn
iron and bronze, and these are the instruments with which war 1s waged’
(11, 395). Philo's perception of the Tubalcain legend is clearly
unfavourable. The forge is not only associated with the evil of war, but
also becomes a metaphor of the godless soul; 1t 1s, indeed, emblematic of
an insidious bond between the first murderer and the first smith.

The evil similarities between Cain and Tubalcain are further
elaborated by dJosephus (37 A.D.- 6.100). His Jewish history, The
Antiquities of the Jews, written in Greek, but widely read in Latin
translation in the medieval West, adds to the Genesis account of Tubalcain

a number of unsavoury details. These stem from the blood relationship
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between Cain and the first smith. Josephus indicates that Cain's
depravity was shared by all his descendants, even Tubalcain. The first
smith 1s thus portrayed as furthering the work of his ancestor. Josephus

says that Cain

indulged in every bodily pleasure, even if it entailed outraging his
companions; he increased his substance with wealth amassed by rapine and
violence; he incited to luxury and pillage all whom he met, and became
their Instructor in wicked practices.

These practices instituted by Cain were further encouraged by the first

smith, who

surpassing all men in strength, distinguished himself in the art of war,
procuring also thereby the means for satisfying the pleasures of the body,
and first invented the forging of metal.

In addition to violence and gross sensuality, Josephus indicates that
artfulness was also one of the characteristic foibles of Cain's descendants.
The first smith invented a new technology, but Cain had anticipated this

with numerous innovations, for he

put an end to that simplicity in which men lived before by the invention
of weights and measures: the guileless and generous existence which they
had enjoyed in ignorance of these things he converted into a life of
craftiness. He was the first to fix boundaries of land and to build a
city, fortifying it with walls and constraining his clan to congregate in one

place. °
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There is a clear indication here that Josephus placed metal-working within
the tradition of nefarious inventions instigated by Cain., for it too was a
product of that cunning craftiness by which human society was perverted.
As 1n Philo, the forge is closely linked with man's corruption and
sinfulness.

The unfavourable picture of the forge presented in these Jewish
writings was not without influence among later Christian writers and it
doubtless possessed a certain authority. Origen, for example, writing at
Alexandria i1n the first half of the third century, refers to the smith as 'a

son of Cain'.®

Yet if one looks at the treatment of the Tubalcain legend
in Christian writers of the fourth century and later, one sees a
remarkable transformation in the attitude to the forge taking place. We
may 1llustrate this with reference to several works, including those of
Claudius Marius Victor, Augustine, Cyprian, Isidore and Bede. In general,
it may be said that these writers show a tendency to put a more
favourable gloss on the significance of man's invention of metal-working.
This tendency i1s remarkably expressed in the Alethia of Claudius
Marius Victor, a Christian poet of the fourth century. The Alethia 1s a
metrical paraphrase of Genesis from the Creation to the destruction of
Sodom. It is surely significant that Victor devotes considerable space to
the invention of metallurgy, but avoids, however, any reference whatsoever

to the Tubalcain legend. Victor considers the forge to be an unmitigated

blessing and he dissociates the invention of metallurgy from the evil race




of Cain by ascribing it to Adam and Eve. According to Victor, God gave
the knowledge of metal-working to Adam and Eve as a sacred gift
(munum sacrum) to console them after they had been expelled from
Paradise. Victor in fact goes into considerable detail in describing how
this came about. He says that shortly after they were expelled from
Eden, Adam and Eve accidentally set ablaze the forest around them. The
heat of the blaze caused the metals in the earth to erupt before the
couple's astonished eyes; whereupon they quickly learned to pound the
metals into various shapes. This account of the origins of metal-working
owes much to the De rerum natura of Lucretius (e. 95 - ¢. 55 B.C.)
which similarly attributes the discovery of metals to a pre-historic forest
fire. Yet Victor differs in one 1mportant detail from Lucretius's account.
Lucretius, who has been described as 'a missionary, whose purpose is to
deliver men's minds from the intervention of divine powers 1n the events
and affairs of the world', attributes the origins of metal-working entirely to
human ingenuity.’ Victor, on the other hand, tells us that God was the

real source of metallurgical knowledge, for Adam and Eve

recognize that it is the help of God, and they rejoice that, though no
particular act of virtue had followed upon their transgression [i.e. In
disobeying God in Paradise], yet their first prayer had been heard; and so
to the Father most high they ascribe the gift, the fire itself with all its
blessings and the understanding by which He revealed to them the fire's
usefulness. ®

This passage, which indicates a favourable attitude to the forge entirely at




odds with Jewish authority, helps to explain why Victor has evaded the
legend of Tubalcain. Victor was a poet who claimed the right 'to be
allowed to weave the poet's fiction into the story of faith' (Alethia, Book
II, lines 4-5, p. 332). doubtless he felt that the Tubalcain legend with its
unfavourable associations with Cain in Jewish tradition was inappropriate to
his own more favourable Christian view of the forge.

Victor was charged by posterity with being too fond of secular
literature and it is thought that his work had little subsequent influence.?
Nonetheless his approach to the invention of metal-working in Genesis has
parallels i1n later Christian sources. Indeed, the attribution of smithcraft to
Adam and Eve 1s not confined to Victor's Alethia. Adam and Eve are
depicted as smiths 1n Byzantine carving: in one example, illustrated by
Erwin Panofsky in Studies in Iconology and dated c¢. 1000, Adam hammers
at an anvil while Eve works the bellows. Unfortunately, Panofsky 1is
unaware of the possible source of this iconography in Victor's poem; 1t 1is
a matter which might well be further investigated.'® Another curious
parallel to Victor's account of the invention of metallurgy occurs in the
work of the twelfth century exegete Peter Comestor. Peter does not
attribute the invention to Adam and Eve, but to Tubalcain; he does,
however, like Victor, make use of the Lucretian theory of the forest fire
causing the metals to erupt from the earth.'' It would be interesting

some ‘AaYto know 1if Peter was influenced directly by Lucretius or whether

he was following a tradition derived from Victor.
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Another and much more subtle parallel to Victor's approach to the
invention of metallurgy is to be found in Augustine's highlv influential
work, The City of God. Written shortly after Alaric's sack of Rome in
410, this work contrasts the eternity of the Christian Church with the
impermanence of secular institutions. The latter, according to Augustine,
are signified in Scripture by the history of the race of Cain: a race which
lived without God and accordingly perished in the Deluge. Augustine deals
at length with the Cain story and discusses the significance of Tubalcain.
What is remarkable about his treatment of Tubalcain is that he avoids
any mention of the invention of smithcraft. Tubalcain's purpose in
(Genesis is, according to Augustine, revealed through allegory. Augustine
unravels the hidden meaning of this allegory numerologically by drawing
attention to the fact that Genesis iv, 19-22 makes Tubalcain one of the
four offspring of Lamech, the seventh in descent from Cain. This, for
Augustine, is most significant, because 'when Lamech had been shown to
be the seventh from Adam, so many of his sons were listed as to bring
the number to eleven, which signifies sin. For three sons and one
daughter are added'.'? Augustine passes over in silence the more obvious
fact that the sons of Lamech are also mentioned to account for the origins
of the arts. He, like Victor, appears to be evading the Genesis account
of the origins of smithcraft. Why? Like Victor, Augustine probably took

a more favourable view of metal-working than Jewish authorities and this

view was difficult to harmonize with the sinfulness of the race of Cain.
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Augustine tells us in another, later passage of The City of God that the

practical arts are, indeed, blessings:

Man shows remarkable powers of mind and reason in the satisfaction of
his aims, even though they may be unnecessary, or even dangerous and
harmful; and those powers are the blessings he enjoys in his natural
powers which enable him to discover, to learn, and to practice those arts.
Think of the wonderful inventions of clothing and building, the astounding
achievements of human industry!

(Book XXII, Chapter 24, p. 1072)

This passage 1s followed by a long list of the various arts, including, even,
'all the weapons against his fellow-men in the shape of prisons, arms and
engines of war'. These, Augustine admits, are 'the consolations of

mankind under condemnation, not the rewards of the blessed'; nevertheless,
he argues that the arts are a favourable indication of what human nature

is capable of achieving and he asks rhetorically, but dramatically:

What then will those rewards be, if the consolations are so many and so
wonderful? What will God give to those whom he has predestined to life,

if he has given all these to those predestined to death?
(p. 1075)

Such optimism ill befits the notion that Tubalcain, the inventor of
smithcraft, was a man steeped In sin and it i1s easy to see why
Augustine should avoid mentioning the invention of the arts 1n his
discussion of Cain. By leaving out any reference to Tubalcain's forge,

Augustine, like Victor. subtly evades the question which Genesis iv, 22 had




32

begun to pose for Christian thought: How might the legend of Tubalcain
be reconciled with a more favourable attitude to metal-working than is
found in the Jewish authorities?

This qguestion was evaded by other Christian writers also. The
presentation of Tubalcain and his forge in the medieval period is often free
of explicitly unfavourable associations and damaging controversy. An early
medieval example occurs in the Heptateuchos by the fifth century Gallican
poet, Cyprian. The Heptateuchos 1s a metrical version of the Old
Testament from Genesis to Judges. It has been said of Cyprian's version
that in it he 'adheres closely to the Itala, the pre-Vulgate version, and
does not allow himself to be tempted into poetical excursions in search of

.13

descriptive beauty'; nonetheless he gives us this pleasing wvignette of

Tubalcain at work In his forge:

Tobelum mox Sella parit, cui fundere rivos
aerls erat moris ferrumque incude subactum

diversis formare modis stridente camino. 14

(Soon, Sella bore Tubal, whose habit it was to pour streams of brass, and
to shape iron through various means by working 1t on the anvil while the
forge roared. . . .)

These elegant lines derive in fact from Juvenal. In the ninth century
they were In turn imitated by an Anglo-Latin Christian poet, Aethelwulf,
in his pleasing encomium of the saintly smith, Cwicwine. Aethelwulf must

have thought them flattering.'® They suggest that, whatever Cyprian
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might have thought of Tubalcain's ancestry, he was not disinclined to look
favourably on the forge.

Another and more influential Christian writer who deals with
Tubalcain is St Isidore of Seville (c. 560-636). Isidore manages to convey
to his readers a picture of the first smith which is no more unfavourable
than that found in Genesis. In his universal history, Chronicon, Isidore

maintains a neutral terseness concerning the Tubalcain legend:

Hac quoque aetate Jubal ex genere Cain artem musicam reperit, cujus
etiam frater Tubal Cain aeris ferrique artium inventor fuit.'?®

(Also in this age Jubal of the race of Cain discovered music, and his
brother Tubal Cain was the inventor of the arts of bronze and iron.)

In the Etymologies, meanwhile, lsidore was to prompt speculation that
Tubalcain might well have contributed to the invention of music, for he

mentions the Pythagorean notion that music was originally inspired by the

17

sound of hammers. Indeed, In later medieval i1conography, Tubalcain is

sometimes represented as an inventor of music. Chaucer's Black Knight,
one recalls, invokes a somewhat apocryphal account of the matter when he

speaks of his own talent for music in The Book of the Duchess:

Trewly I dide my besynesse

To make songes, as 1 best koude,
And ofte tyme I song hem loude;
And made songes thus a gret del,
Althogh I koude not make so wel
Songes, ne knewe the art al,
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As koude Lamekes sone Tubal,

That found out first the art of songe;
For as hys brothres hamers ronge
Upon hys anvelt up and doun,

Therof he took the firste soun.

Such linking of Tubalcain with his brother Jubal's discovery of music was

fairly widespread in the late medieval period, in part due to the influence

of Isidore.!®

Isidore's brief and not explicitly unfavourable presentation of

Tubalcain 1s significant as much for what it does not say about Tubalcain
as for what it does say. Isidore was familiar with the work of Josephus

and could easily have copied Josephus's unflattering portrait of Tubalcain

iIn The Antiquities of the Jews mentioned above. He chose not to,
however, and the result 1s more favourable to smithcraft. A not
unfavourable impression of the Tubalcain legend is also given in

medieval reference-works by compilers who knew of Josephus and cited his
version of the legend in a distorted form. This occurs 1n the work of

Remigius and Peter Comestor. In Latin the relevant passage of Josephus

Says:

Iobel autem qui ex altera natus est fortitudine cunctos excellens res bellicas
decenter exercuit, ex his etiam quae ad libidinem attinent corporis enutrivit,
ferrariam artem primus invenit.'?

(Moreoever Iobal [i.e. Tubal] who was born of the other [wife], excelling all

men In strength, fitly engaged im martial pursuits; he nourished by these means those
t hinoSondach pertain:. to the pleasure of the body, and first invented the

art of iron-working.)
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Remigius says:

Josephus dicit: 'Tubalcain res bellicas decenter exercuit artem ferrariam
docuit: quaedam etiam quae ad libidinem oculorum pertinent, adinvenit.?°

(Josephus says: 'Tubalcain fitly engaged in martial pursuits and taught the
art of 1iron-working: also, he devised certain things which pertain to the
pleasure of the eyes.')

This 1s a more pleasing picture of Tubalcain: his interest in war is no
longer tied to his physical lusts, which, indeed, have been transformed into
merely an interest in providing things which please the eyes. A

somewhat different version 1s given by Peter Comestor. Peter says:

Sella genuit Tubalcain, qui ferrariam artem primus invenit, res bellicas
prudenter exercuit, sculpturas operum in metallis in libidinem oculorum
fabricavit. ¢

(Sella begot Tubalcain, who first invented the art of iron-working, prudently

engaged 1n martial pursuits, and made carvings laboriously (operum?) iIn
metals tending to the pleasure of the eyes.)

This presents Tubalcain as a prudent warrior and an elegant craftsman: a
not unattractive and rather courtly image and one which certainly improves
upon the violent character originally sketched by Josephus. Clearly there
i1s a hint here of a more favourable attitude to the forge among medieval
Christian writers than 1s found in the Jewish authorities.

How did medieval Christians defend their relatively favourable

attitude to the forge against the less favourable implications of the
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Tubalcain legend and the ancient Jewish authorities? The last writer we
shall consult, the Venerable Bede, was aware of the problem posed bv
(enesis 1v, 20-22 and his commentary on these verses in his book In
Genesim is a remarkably elegant defence of Christian interest in the
practical arts. Writing at Jarrow in c¢. 721, Bede, who knew both
Josephus's Antiquities and Augustine's City of God, attempted to explain
Josephus's account of Tubalcain within the context of Augustine's theology.
His remarks on the invention of the arts accordingly move through three
dialectical stages: first, he shows why the arts mentioned in these verses
of Genesis are associated with evil; second, he shows how they have been
reformed through grace; and third, from this analysis Bede draws a solemn
conclusion.

In contrast to other Christian writers, Bede's commentary on the
Tubalcain legend i1s remarkable for its severity. Indeed, Bede begins mn a
way which suggests that he 1s going to take a less favourable view of
the arts than Claudius Marius Victor or Augustine, one more in harmony

with Josephus and the Book of Enoch. For Bede says:

Cuncta haec quae filii Lamech invenisse vel legisse referuntur, ad cultum
vel ornatum vel inlecebras huius vitae pertinent. Nihil autem tale Abel,
nihil tale natus pro eo Seth aut nepotes eius fecisse leguntur; sed velut
peregrini in terra simplicem duxisse vitam probantur,? ?

(All of these things which Lamech's sons are reported to have discovered
or invented pertain to the refinement or ornamentation or the snares of
this life. Neither Abel, nor he who was born in his place, that is. Seth,
nor Seth's offspring are observed to have done anything of this sort; they
are proven to have lived a simple life as nomads in the world.)




Bede substantiates this observation bv reflecting on each of the three arts

Lamech's sons invented. Of metal-working he is especially critical:

S1 qui vero cuncta opera quae de aere ac ferro fiunt sollerter intuetur,
manifeste cognoscit quia si recte naturalem legem servaret genus humanum,
ettam de paradisi gaudiis culpa praevaricationis expulsum, nequaquam his

omnibus opus haberet. Unde haec omnia a filiis maledictionis esse constat
iInventa.

(pp. 87-88)

(If one carefully reflects on all the works made of bronze and iron, one
plainly perceives that if the human race had lived in accordance with
natural law even after it was expelled from the joys of Paradise for the
sin of disobedience, by no means would it have had a need of any of
these things. Wherefore, it is clear that all these things were invented by
the 1nheritors of the curse (filits malediction:s)).

This statement about the origins of metal-working 1s more forthright than
the other Christian writings we have looked at in explicitly tying the forge
to the sin of Cain. It apparently reflects the influence of Josephus, yet
Bede's argument works, not through recourse to apocryphal details, but
through a pointed comparison with the prelapsarian age when mankind
lived in blissful ignorance of iron and bronze. Nonetheless, if Bede had
finished at this juncture, we would be quite justified 1n equating his
attitude to the forge with that of the early Jewish authorities.

Bede goes on, however, to dissociate these remarks from any such
blanket condemnation of the arts. In his subsequent comments he shifts

his perspective and shows that smithcraft and the other arts are capable

of pleasing God and benefiting man. Bede sayvs that in the post-lapsarian
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world the arts are not inherently sinful, for

degenerante humano genere a castitate prime conversationis etiam boni Dei

famuli pro communione vitae socialis aliquotiens huiusmodi rebus operam
dabant.

(p. 88)

(as the human race degenerated from the initial purity in manner of life,

even the good servants of God gave attention to matters of this sort on
several occasions in order to share mm communal life.)

Having thus allowed that in the present state of mankind the arts may
be benign, Bede immediately draws a crucial distinction between their

proper and improper uses. Human experience showed this distinction quite

clearly:

magna utique distantia, quia nimirum reprobi talibus quasi summo suo
bono delectabantur. Electi vero his aut omnimodis abrenuntiant, aut pro
commodo vitae huius aliquo, donec ad aeternum perveniant, sicut wviator
stabulo sive wviatico, transeuntes utuntur.

(p. 88)

(the difference was especially great, since the sinful treated such things as
their highest good. The elect either by all means renounce these things,
or use them in passing for some convenience of this life, until they arrive
at eternity, just aso. traveller makes use of a hostel, or provisions for a
journey.)

This distinction reflects quite clearly the division of mankind into two
distinct groups, the one profane, the other pious, made by St Augustine in
the City of God. Moreover, Augustine had made a distinction between

natural blessings, such as the arts, and the much more valuable gifts of




grace which are given by God only to the elect. While the profane mav

recelve some consolation from the arts, the godly. meanwhile, enjov the

'capacity for the good life, the ability to attain eternal felicity. bv those
arts which are called virtues, which are given solelv by the grace of God
in Christ to the children of the promise and of the kingdom' (City of God,
Book XXI1I, Chapter 24, p. 1072). Bede shows how these virtues of the

elect are reflected in their just use of the arts. Concerning the forge

Bede says:

Erant in populo Dei viri docti in 'cuncta opera aeris et ferri', necnon et
argenti et auri; sed hos i1pse hanc artem ad constructionem sul tabernacul:
transferre praecepit. Propheta quoque gaudia dominicae incarnationis
evangelizans, opera ferri noxia tollenda atque In melius commutanda
praedixit, 'Et conflabunt,' inquiens, 'gladios suos In vomeres et lanceas
suas In falces; non levabit gens contra gentem gladium, nec exercebuntur
ultra ad praelium.’

(p. 88)

(There were among God's people men 'learned in all the works of bronze
and 1ron' and of silver and gold as well; but He himself instructed them
to apply this art to the construction of his Tabernacle (1 Kings wvi). The
Prophet, as he was preaching the joys of the Lord's incarnation, also
foretold that hurtful works of iron must be taken away and altered for
the better, saying, 'and they will hammer their swords into ploughshares,
their spears into sickles. Nation will not hft sword against nation, there
will be no more training for war' (Isaiah 1, 4)).

For Bede, then, there is such a person as a virtuous smith. To counter
the profane smiths who find their archetype in Tubalcain, Bede directs us

to pious smiths who have served the people of God 1n a peaceful and

constructive fashion.
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Furthermore, Bede implies that the example of such men is

extremely important. In a solemn conclusion to his commentarv on the

origins of the arts, he warns that men neglect to regulate the arts at

their peril:

Nec praetereundum neglegenter quod cum homines adulterio inquinari, cum
pascendis pecoribus amplius iusto insistere, cum modis musicis dissolvi, cum
fabrilibus operam dare artibus coeperunt, tunc diluvio sunt superveniente
deleti. Sed cavendum solertius ne hos huiusmodi rebus ultra modum
Irretitos ultimus dies inveniat, cum etiam Dominus de die iudicii loquens
commemorato hoc tempore, ad cautelae nos studium incitet, dicens: 'Sicut
enim erant in diebus ante diluvium comedentes et bibentes, nubentes et
nuptum tradentes usque ad eum diem quo intravit Noe In arcam. et non
cognoverunt donec venit diluvium et tulit omnes. Ita erit et adventus fili
hominis."'

(p. 88).

(Nor 1s 1t heedlessly to be passed by, that when men began to be
befouled with adultery, to insist upon feeding more cattle than was just, to
be enervated with music, to give attention to the arts of metal-working,
then by the Deluge which befel them they were destroyed. But one must
take heed lest the Last Day discover these entangled in affairs of this
sort beyond measure, because even the Lord, speaking of the Day of
Judgement by calling to mind this time, spurs us to the study of
precaution, saying, 'For in those days before the Flood people were eating,
drinking, taking wives, taking husbands, right up to the day Noah went
into the ark, and they suspected nothing till the Flood came and swept all
away. It will be like this when the son of man comes' (Matthew xxiv,

38-40)).

Bede encourages a cautious attitude to the arts and urges his readers to
practise moderation and discipline. Yet while he 1s unfavourably disposed
to immoderation in the pursuit of smithcraft, he 1s nonetheless favourably
disposed to this art when it serves God and the proper needs of the

community. His treatment of the Tubalcain legend thus rests on a
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distinction between two approaches to the art of metal-working, the one
profane and the other holy, a distinction which Bede delineates with
notable gravity.

Although Bede's commentary on the Tubalcain legend is remarkablv
cautious and thoughtful, In its treatment of the forge it is comparable to
other Christian writings. Like Bede, Christian authors show a marked
tendency to extricate the forge from the evil implications of the race of
Cain. The fact that the Bible placed the originator of smithcraft,
Tubalcain, among the last of Cain's descendants was not an
insurmountable obstacle to a favourable attitude to the forge in medieval
Christian writing. Nonetheless, the Tubalcain legend helped to shape
medieval perception of the forge to the extent that it suggested that not
all smithcraft was necessarily justifiable and that therefore a wvital
distinction needed to .be drawn between the smithcraft which was
unscrupulous and worldly and that which piously conformed to the laws of
God. We shall presently see that this distinction forms the basis of a
considerable pious literature of the forge and gives rise to many favourable
portrayals of metal-workers not only in Anglo-Saxon England, but also,

among other places, modern America.




CHAPTER III: Smithcraft and the People of God

The blacksmith did not hobble here
To the small church, on the hard hill.
In summer, to be told of stars:
He came with meek and tempered will;
He came, this hoarest of bent men,
To hear Old Hundred sung again.
(Mark Van Doren, 'Old Hundred')

For the metal smith, the road to respectability in religious writing was
hard and steep, yet ultimately he was destined for a pious reputation.
Since the beginning of the fifth century A.D. religious writers have praised
metal smiths for their piety, humility, discipline and wonder-working, yet
for much of classical antiquity the prevailing attitude to the forge inclined
towards condescension and disdain. If medieval (and modern) authors
speak of the spiritual achievements of smiths as well as their typical
vices, 1t 1s probably because they inherited from the Desert Fathers who
founded community monasticism a tolerance of disciplined manual labour
and a reverence for pilous industry. This inheritance 1s a chief reason for
the strange vitality of legendary smiths down to modern times. Early
medieval writers display a lively interest in stories about smiths and the
supernatural. The motifs of these stories recur in modern European and
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