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Abstract

This thesis examines the construction and poetics of time in Anglo-Saxon literature through a
holistic approach to works of history, science, exegesis, and poetry. St Augustine conceived of
time as distentio animi, the distention of the mind, and the thesis argues that the texts under

discussion form responses to the problems of being in time, by looking to the stillness of eternity.

Chapter one demonstrates how the scientific, historical, and exegetical works of the
Venerable Bede form a sustained project to construct time. In the conversion of King Edwin in
the Historia ecclesiastica, the famous flight of the sparrow in the hall emphasises the meaning
that Christian time gives to both individuals and communities. Bede’s works both lay the

foundation for the poetry of the later chapters and are texts worth studying in their own right.

The second chapter investigates two Old English saints’ lives. Elene affects historicity by
beginning with a precise date, though incorrect. The duration of the narrative of Andreas comes
to a biblically significant forty days. Through study of the likely sources of these poems, it can
be seen that the poets made deliberate choices to construct time in their narratives. The poetics of
time in these two works suggests that the two are alike both as saints’ lives and in their

approaches to time.

Temporal markers within Beowulf provide clues to when certain events take place, as the
third chapter discusses. The diurnal cycle that structures Beowulf on the micro level continues to
the macro, and the poem as a whole depicts the day and the night of Beowulf’s life. The poem
also engages in the elegiac mode, defined in chapter four as one in which time is largely

unmarked, causing instability. The speakers of the Old English elegies are trapped in the present



while their minds experience the distension described by Augustine; they recall memories of the

past but to do so is painful. For some, time can come to seem ‘as if it never were’.
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Abbreviations and Conventions

AD anno Domini

AM annus mundi

ASE Anglo-Saxon England

CCSL Corpus Christianorum Series Latina

DNR Bede, De natura rerum

DT Bede, De temporibus

DTR Bede, De temporum ratione

EETS Early English Text Society

EA Bede, Expositio Apocalypseos

HE Bede, Historia ecclesiastica gentis Anglorum
IG Bede, In Genesim

JEGP Journal of English and Germanic Philology
PMLA Publications of the Modern Language Association of America

The abbreviated titles for Bede’s works are used when referring to the work in general;
quotations and translations are to specific editions cited in the text. All quotations from the Bible

are the Douay-Rheims translation.



Introduction

There are many ways of studying and attempting to understand time. It can be discussed from a
number of viewpoints, in various disciplines and subcategories, for example science, cosmology,
philosophy, metaphysics, astronomy, phenomenology, ontology, eternalism, presentism,
philosophy of space and time, temporality, narratology, and historicity. The aim of this thesis is
to explore the construct of time and the use of the poetics of time in Anglo-Saxon literature,
beyond previously studied areas of temporality. Rather than separating temporality into distinct
categories, e.g. narratology, nostalgia, typology, etc., and assessing these in isolation, the thesis
examines how approaches to time function in concert in each text. The varied aspects of
temporality make division a laboured task. Is memory, for example, a part of a construct or
poetic of time? Can an anticipation of Apocalypse be separated from a culturally agreed-upon

vision of the past?

The definition of ‘time’ famously eluded Augustine of Hippo and | would be lying if |
professed to understand time any better than he. For the purposes of this thesis, time is the
passage of the celestial bodies and the turning of the earth, experienced by humans as what we
call days, nights, months, and years, and divided into what we call hours, minutes, and seconds.
This is how the Venerable Bede conceived of time, as discussed in chapter one. Time stretches
forward and back, so that we speak of the present but also the past and the future. The
independent existence of time outside of memory, attention, and expectation (these are, of
course, Augustine’s terms) is still a modern puzzle. Temporality, then, is the experience of being
in time, or having a relationship with time. The latter is unavoidable, really: humans are temporal

beings, and the Anglo-Saxons were no different to modern humans in this respect.



The thesis covers some familiar critical territory, such as the use of typology in Old
English saints’ lives, but does so from a fresh perspective, examining the relationship between
typology and liturgical time and other forms of temporality in the rhetoric of time in some
Anglo-Saxon texts. The question this thesis asks is whether the construct and poetics of time
vary significantly among the genres (as they are generally understood) of Anglo-Saxon literature,
and which strategies are employed by authors when representing time in their works. The
question of genre is addressed in each chapter, but it is worth noting that aside from chapter one,
each chapter addresses a single manuscript as well as a genre (saints’ lives in the Vercelli Book,
elegies in the Exeter Book, and Beowulf). The question of literary categories is also one of
manuscript compilation: were certain texts placed in the same manuscript because they have
similar attitudes towards time? Of necessity, the thesis is not exhaustive, in order to examine

time across several categories of literature rather than limiting its approach to one group.

The only timekeeping devices in use in early medieval Europe were sundials, candle-
clocks, and water-clocks, and water-clocks were probably not used in Anglo-Saxon England.
However, the natural passage of time could be observed in the movements of the sun, moon, and

stars across the sky. While many medieval people must have had little need on a day-to-day basis

! Alfred, of course, had a candle-clock, as described by Asser in his Life of King Alfred. On timekeeping
generally see David S. Landes, Revolution in Time: Clocks and the Making of the Modern World, rev. edn
(Cambridge, MA: Belknap Press of Harvard University Press, 2000). For information on sundials through
the ages see René R. J. Rohr, Sundials: History, Theory and Practice, trans. by Gabriel Godin (Toronto:
University of Toronto Press, 1970), and for a study of sundials focusing on medieval England, see Arthur
Robert Green, Sundials: Incised Dials or Mass-Clocks: A Study of the Time-Markers of Medieval
Churches, Containing Descriptions, Photographs, Diagrams and Analysis of Dials, Chiefly in
Hampshire, but Also in Various Other Counties (Historic Monuments of England series, 1926; repr.
London: SPCK, 1978).



for the precise timekeeping that a clock provides, the passage of time had to be marked within
communities, especially for ecclesiastical and governmental purposes. This was done using
calendars.” There were ways of dividing time even though they might not be measured with a
timepiece, most notably the canonical hours necessary for monastic communities — the
approximate time provided by sundials must have served this need. As J. D. North explains,
‘when we come to the smaller intervals of time, time as experienced depends largely on what
there is to fill it, and it is here that we differ most from those in the monastery. Measuring the
hour, rather than the millisecond, was nevertheless something they wanted to do.”® The hour was
the base unit of monastic time because the Benedictine rule, the basis for many of the
communities in Anglo-Saxon England,” structured daily life and the activities of the medieval

monastery by the hour.

Even if time is imagined to have any independent existence, it is only through movement
that we can observe, let alone measure, time. Time is not easily apparent to us except in its

passing, the fleeting nature of which exasperated Augustine of Hippo:

2 See Bill Griffiths, Anglo-Saxon Times: A Study of the Early Calendar (London: Amra, 1991), and more
broadly, Duncan Steel, Marking Time: The Epic Quest to Invent the Perfect Calendar (New York: Wiley,
2000).

3 J. D. North, ‘Monastic Time’, in The Culture of Medieval English Monasticism, ed. by James G. Clark,
Studies in the History of Medieval Religion, 30 (Woodbridge: Boydell, 2007), pp. 203-11 (p. 203).

* The oldest European Rule of St Benedict in an English manuscript dates to c. 700 (Peter Hunter Blair,
The World of Bede (London: Secker & Warburg, 1970), p. 200); however there was considerable
divergence and a lack of uniformity among Anglo-Saxon religious communities. See also John Blair, The
Church in Anglo-Saxon Society (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 2005) for background information, and
Regularis Concordia: The Monastic Agreement of the Monks and Nuns of the English Nation, trans. and

ed. by Thomas Symons (London: Nelson, 1953) for a translation of the tenth-century agreement.



Even a single hour runs its course through fleeing minutes: whatever portion of it has
flown is now past, and what remains is future. If we can conceive of a moment in time
which cannot be further divided into even the tiniest of minute particles, that alone can be
rightly termed the present; yet even this flies by from the future into the past with such
haste that it seems to last no time at all. Even if it has some duration, that too is divisible
into past and future; hence the present is reduced to vanishing-point.’

We imprecisely observe the passage of time in our minds, as Augustine describes, but with
something closer to objectivity in nature, as day turns to night, as the moon goes through its
phases, and as the seasons change. This is ‘natural’ time, acknowledged in all societies and
cultures, without the requirement of philosophical speculation. Natural time requires nothing
more than observation and memory: the memory of this morning’s sunrise leads to anticipation
of the next day’s sunrise. Natural time is constructed with cyclical metaphors, making it
predictable; once its patterns are remembered and understood, the future of time can be

anticipated.

However, while an understanding of natural time might meet the needs of hunter-
gatherers, it is not practical for the needs of societies with more complex structures. To use time
in any other way, to refer to events in the past, to keep social records, to engage in history
beyond the local community, requires a construct of time. Taken as a whole, Bede’s body of
works incorporate a construct of time which draws on the historical and scientific, and these
ultimately serve to locate the Anglo-Saxons in time in various ways. The construct of time is the
way time is conceived of, described, or built by an author or text. Such construction is a
necessity because in narratives temporal constructs are not natural and do not occur by accident;

even in the imitation of ‘real time’ an author is constantly making choices about how to order the

> Saint Augustine, The Confessions, trans. by Maria Boulding (New York: New City, 1997), XII, 20. All

references to and translations from the Confessions are from this translation.



events of his narrative. Narrative time is the product of structured thought, and in Bede’s case
highly literate thought. The way time is constructed varies according to the aims of the author
and/or his text, and it implies a rhetoric or poetics of time. The poetics of time is the ways in
which time and temporality are represented within texts to produce a range of effects, which
varies across and within different genres of Anglo-Saxon literature. Temporal poetics may
imitate the passage of time, use time markers to structure a narrative, or invite meditations on
time itself. As will be shown in various examples, specific times of day can invoke particular
associations, by their connections with canonical hours, or biblical typology, the liturgy, or
scientific and historiographical traditions and conventions. Some of the texts explored in this
thesis also make use of a phenomenology of time which finds its most powerful expression in the
phrase ‘swa hit no ware’, ‘as if it never were’, found in both The Wanderer and The Wife's
Lament. This thesis will discuss these, but focus on the role of objective systems of time in some

elegies.

Contexts: Time and Writing in Anglo-Saxon England

Very little is known about the calendar or dating systems in use by the pagan Anglo-Saxons,”
and evidence for the way time was marked in the pre-conversion period is minimal. The modern
English names for the months of the year are Latin in origin, but they replaced Old English

names which were remembered mainly because they were recorded by Bede, until at least the

® Although Peter Blair suggests ‘there are some indications that even the pagan Saxons had acquired a
considerable understanding of lunar cycles’, Blair, Northumbria in the Days of Bede (London: Gollancz,
1976), p. 79.



eleventh century when Byrhtferth of Ramsey listed them in his Enchiridion, alongside Hebrew,
Egyptian, and Greek names.” For Byrhtferth such words were of antiquarian interest, as they
were for Bede, except that in Bede’s time it is possible the old names for the months may still
have been in common use, and indeed some survive in English as names for seasons of the year.
Bede lists ten Anglo-Saxon months rather than the Julian calendar’s twelve, leading Kenneth
Harrison to argue that while the Anglo-Saxon calendar was not fully synchronised with the
Julian, ‘the farmer had a workable guide to the seasons, and in any case would sow and reap
according to the state of the weather and the crops as he does today.”® Earl Anderson has also
suggested a dichotomy between learned and popular systems for classifying the seasons, finding
linguistic and cultural evidence for a Germanic idea of just two seasons: winter, the wet season,

and sumer, the rest of the year.’

The conversion to Christianity replaced the Anglo-Saxon calendar with the Roman,
though it would already have been in use in parts of Britain still influenced by the Roman
occupation. The Julian calendar had been in use in Rome since the calendar reform of 45 BC.
Both the Julian calendar and the primitive Anglo-Saxon one are solar: one year approximates the

tropical or solar year, i.e. according to Bede ‘the Sun’s year is [complete] when it returns to the

" Byrhtferth’s Enchiridion, ed. and trans. by Peter S. Baker and Michael Lapidge, EETS, s.s. 15 (Oxford:
Oxford University Press for EETS, 1995), figs 5-8.

8 Kenneth Harrison, ‘The Primitive Anglo-Saxon Calendar’, Antiquity, 47 (1973), 284-87 (p. 285).

° Earl R. Anderson, ‘The Seasons of the Year in Old English’, ASE, 26 (1997), 231-63 (p. 232). See also
Peter Baker, ‘Textual Boundaries in Anglo-Saxon Works on Time (and in Some Old English Poems)’, in
Studies in English Language and Literature: ‘Doubt Wisely’, ed. by M. J. Toswell and E. M. Tyler
(London: Routledge, 1996), pp. 445-56.



same place with respect to the fixed stars after 365 days and 6 hours’.'° The Julian calendar
contains twelve months and added an extra day every four years to account for the partial day
accumulated each solar year. Individual dates in a month were given by counting back from three
fixed points: the kalends, nones, and ides. Isidore of Seville informed his readers ‘the Romans
established the Kalends, Nones, and Ides with reference to festival days, or with reference to the
offices of their magistrates, for on those days there would be an assembly in the cities*.* In
southern Europe this might not have been novel information, but in the newly converted north,
such information had to be learned. The kalends is the first day of the month while the ides, Bede
says, divide the month, and the nones are nine days before the ides, counting inclusively.*? These
fixed points were probably once aligned to the moon, but as the calendar months fell out of
synchronisation with the lunar months this correlation ceased to exist. In effect, the calendar
looks forward by counting back, for a date does not have its own number, but a number relative
to a fixed point. For example, 11 January becomes 3 ides of January, 3 February is 2 nones of
February, and 28 March is the 5 kalends of April. The use of such a way of dating suggests a

reliance on the continuity of present and future. Bede notes that the Greeks and Egyptians used a

19 Bede: The Reckoning of Time, trans. by Faith Wallis, Translated Texts for Historians, 29 (Liverpool:
Liverpool University Press, 1999), ch. 36, p. 103. Latin: ‘solis est annus cum ad eadem loca siderum
redit, peractis -ccclxv- diebus et sex horis’, Bede, ‘De temporum ratione liber’, Bedae Venerabilis opera:
Opera didascalia, Pars VI, CCSL, 123B, ed. by C. W. Jones (Turnhout: Brepols, 1977), p. 396. Of
course, we now know that it is the earth that moves, and not the sun.

! Isidore of Seville, The Etymologies of Isidore of Seville trans. and ed. by Stephen A. Barney and others
(Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 2006), V.xxxiii, p. 128.

12 Bede: The Reckoning of Time, trans. by Wallis, ch. 13.
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process familiar from our modern system, that of counting the days from the beginning of the

month to the end. ™

There are many ways to reckon the passing of solar years — even today in the West anno
Domini (AD) dating is regularly used alongside CE (common era) — and many were in use
during the Middle Ages.* While the assumption is still current that Bede popularised anno
Domini dating, he also used annus mundi years, counting the years from Creation and thus from
the beginning of time. Other systems available to the historian included years from the founding
of the city of Rome (AUC, ab urbe condita, used by Orosius in his world history), consular
years, regnal years, and the indiction years inherited from the fifteen-year Roman taxation
cycle.™ Localised systems for dating the past were useful for local events, but a wider scale was

eventually needed.'® The type of dating used depended on the function, and Deliyannis identifies

13 “Neither the Greeks nor the Egyptians, of whom we spoke above, observed the distinction of kalends,
nones and ideas in their months. Instead, they counted forward in the sequence of days from the
beginning of the month until its end, simply and without error.” Bede: The Reckoning of Time, trans. by
Faith Wallis, ch. 14, pp. 51-52. Latin: ‘Sed et Graeci et Aegyptii, de quibus supra diximus, nullam in suis
mensibus kalendarum, nonarum, iduum distinctionem obseruant, uerum ab incipiente cuiusque mensis
exordio usque ad terminum eius, crescent simpliciter et inerrabiliter dierum concurrentium ordine
computando, peruenieunt.” Bede, ‘De temporum ratione liber’, ed. by C. W. Jones, p. 327.

 For an overview see Deborah Mauskopf Deliyannis, ‘Year-Dates in the Early Middle Ages’, in Time in
the Medieval World, ed. by Chris Humphrey and W. M. Ormrod (York: York Medieval Press, 2001), pp.
5-22. For time in the Anglo-Saxon Chronicle see Jennifer Neville, ‘Making Their Own Sweet Time: The
Scribes of Anglo-Saxon Chronicle A’, in The Medieval Chronicle 11: Proceedings of the 2nd International
Conference on the Medieval Chronicle Driebergen/Utrecht 16—21 July 1999, ed. by Erik Cooper,
Costerus, n.s. 144 (Amsterdam: Rodopi, 2002), pp. 166-77.

1> Deliyannis, Year-Dates in the Early Middle Ages’, p. 6.

1° Deliyannis suggests that the Easter controversy partly contributed to AD dating; Deliyannis, Year-

Dates in the Early Middle Ages’, p. 7. On AD dating see also Daniel P. McCarthy, ‘The Emergence of
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AD years plus indiction years, or sometimes regnal years, as most commonly used in Anglo-

Saxon documents: ‘It has been traditional to credit Bede with introducing AD dating to England.
However, AD by itself, or AD plus indiction, appears on even the very earliest documents, from
the seventh century.”*’ The reasons why Bede came to prefer AD dating are discussed in chapter

one.

AD dating is sequential, but the liturgical calendar and the solar year are cyclical. The
beginning of the year was marked on different days in Anglo-Saxon England, depending on
ecclesiastic or popular custom,*® but the year repeated through its cycle of months, changing only
with the addition of the bissextile day each leap year. Similarly, the Christian liturgical calendar
returns, year after year, with most of its feasts fixed, i.e., occurring on the same date each year.
The exception is Easter and its associated feasts, which are linked to the Hebrew festival of
Passover, the meal Jesus celebrated at the Last Supper. The Hebrew calendar is lunar and
Passover falls on the first full moon after the spring equinox, regardless of the day of the week.
The Christian church, however, emerging from Jewish roots into a Gentile world, also began
using the Julian solar calendar; it retained the tradition of celebrating Easter on the first Sunday
after the full moon after the spring equinox, according to the lunar rather than the solar

calendar.™ According to J. D. North, timekeeping ‘within the Church, even at the most sacred

Anno Domini’, in Time and Eternity: The Medieval Discourse, ed. by Gerhard Jaritz and Gerson Moreno-
Riafio, International Medieval Research, 9 (Turnhout: Brepols, 2003), pp. 31-53.

7 Deliyannis, “Year-Dates in the Early Middle Ages’, p. 11.

'® See Malcolm Godden, ‘New Year’s Day in Late Anglo-Saxon England’, Notes and Queries, 237, n.s.
39 (1992), 148-50.

9 For more background information see Jack Finegan, Handbook of Biblical Chronology (Princeton:

Princeton University Press, 1964).
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level — which is to say, the celebration of Easter — was a question of bringing our experience into
a relationship with the visible heavens’.? The science of the computus arose from the need not
just to reckon human time against natural time, but the lunar calendar against the solar, for the
celebration of an event in which time met eternity.?* Without our printed calendars, the
individual medieval church or monastery had to work out for itself the date of Easter, and it had
to do so sufficiently far in advance as to calculate the date of Septuagesima, then Shrove
Tuesday and Ash Wednesday (the beginning of Lent), and prepare for these and the other
moveable feasts (Passiontide, Holy Thursday, Good Friday, Easter Sunday, Pentecost,

Ascension).

Simple observation of the lunar cycle did not allow sufficient notice to plan for these
feasts. Instead, the phases of the moon could be approximated and anticipated by using a
complex set of formulae. However, every so often the lunisolar cycles would repeat, allowing for
a degree of predictability once one had calculated where in the cycle the current year fell. Easter
tables were drawn and disseminated to facilitate the calculations; such calculation constituted the

science of the computus.?? In time, manuscripts with computus treatises also attracted related

20 North, ‘Monastic Time’, p. 205.

21 See Wesley M. Stevens, “Sidereal Time in Anglo-Saxon England’, in Voyage to the Other World: The
Legacy of Sutton Hoo, ed. by Calvin B. Kendall and Peter S. Wells (Minneapolis: University of
Minnesota Press, 1992), pp. 125-52.

22 See Deliyannis, “Year-Dates in the Early Middle Ages’, also Peter Baker, ‘Computus’, in The Blackwell
Encyclopedia of Anglo-Saxon England, ed. by Michael Lapidge (Oxford: Blackwell, 1999), pp. 119-20
for a general introduction, and the recent Alden A. Mosshammer, The Easter Computus and the Origins
of the Christian Era (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 2008). Of some use is Arno Borst, The Ordering
of Time: From the Ancient Computus to the Modern Computer, trans. by Andrew Winnard (Cambridge:
Polity, 1993).
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knowledge, becoming what Faith Wallis distinguishes as ‘the framework for what might be
called a clerical encyclopaedia of spiritualized science’, including mathematics, astronomy,
medicine, prognostics, and even grammar and metrics.?® As she explains, ‘Bede himself in De
temporum ratione, his magisterial textbook of computus, legitimated all these subjects as
doctrina christiana: learning in the service of Christian moral, spiritual, and ecclesial ends.***
Elsewhere Wallis identifies computus as ‘not an observational science, or a physics of time, but a
technique of patterning time into repeating cycles according to certain conventions’.”> Computus
offered a way to understand the order of the world, and Peter Blair concludes that such

computistical manuals ‘stimulated a widespread interest in problems of chronology in general’.?

The interest and need were so general, and the knowledge so fundamentally required, that
at least forty-five computus manuscripts survive from those which existed in England before
1200.%” Computus manuscripts began with the goal of assisting the calculation of Easter, but for
many ‘ignorant clerics’ and lazy priests’ (as Byrhtferth addresses them),? further help was

necessary to facilitate the use of the tables. Bede wrote De temporibus, and then later De

28 Faith Wallis, ‘Computus, Crusade, and Construction: Writing England’s Monastic Past and Future in
Oxford, St John’s College, MS 17°, New Medieval Literatures, 13 (2011), 221-38 (p. 226).

2 Wallis, ‘Computus, Crusade, and Construction’, p. 226. See also Faith Wallis, ‘Bede’, in Medieval
Science, Technology and Medicine: An Encyclopedia, ed. by S. Livesey, T. Glick and Faith Wallis
(London: Routledge, 2005), pp. 139-41.

2 Faith Wallis, ‘Introduction’, Bede: The Reckoning of Time, trans. by Faith Wallis, Translated Texts for
Historians, 29 (Liverpool: Liverpool University Press, 1999), pp. Xv—Ci (p. XX).

%8 Blair, The World of Bede, p. 261.

2" Stephanie Hollis, <Scientific and Medieval Writings’, in A Companion to Anglo-Saxon Literature, ed.
by Elaine M. Treharne and Phillip Pulsiano (Oxford: Blackwell, 2001), pp. 188-208 (p. 189).

28 Byrhtferth ’s Enchiridion, ed. and trans. by Baker and Lapidge: ‘<clerici> imperiti’, 1.3.1; ‘sleacan

preoste’, 11.3.8-9.
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temporum ratione, to explain the underlying principles of computus. The demand for such
knowledge came from Bede’s contemporaries, but his works enjoyed wide transmission. Soon
after 1000, Zlfric translated what he found most relevant into the vernacular in his De
temporibus anni,?® and Byrhtferth composed his Enchiridion in both Old English and Latin,
drawing on Bede, Alfric, and other sources. Initially for the Latin literate and learned, over the
centuries computistical and related works were translated into the vernacular and disseminated
more widely, and what was initially a mathematical exercise for a specific purpose became a
collection of information concerned with time. Number symbolism was one of the knowledge
systems added to computustical texts, a manifestation of the medieval concern with order, and
cemented by ‘Augustine’s enthusiasm for number symbolism in exegesis’.*® The number
symbolism which was embedded in the computus is discussed further in chapter two. The
popularisation of computistical works meant that information about time and temporality became

available to both the Latinate and vernacular reader.

One branch of medieval ‘science’ related to the computus was prognostication, which

became popular in Anglo-Saxon England from the later tenth century.®! The unpredictable nature

% Edited as Zlfric’s ‘De Temporibus Anni’, ed. and trans. by Martin Blake, Anglo-Saxon Texts, 6
(Cambridge: Brewer, 2009), and earlier as Aelfric’s De Temporibus Anni, ed. by Henrich Henel, EETS,
0.S. 213 (London: Milford, Oxford University Press for EETS, 1942). See Aaron J. Kleist, ‘The Influence
of Bede’s De Temporum Ratione on Zlfric’s Understanding of Time’, Time and Eternity: The Medieval
Discourse, ed. by Gerhard Jaritz and Gerson Moreno-Riafio, International Medieval Research, 9
(Turnhout: Brepols, 2003), pp. 81-97.

% Charles Jones, ‘Some Introductory Remarks on Bede’s Commentary on Genesis’, Sacris Erudiri, 19
(1969), 115-98 (p. 166).

%1 For a general introduction and texts, see R. M. Liuzza, ‘Anglo-Saxon Prognostics in Context: A Survey
and Handlist of Manuscripts’, ASE, 30 (2001), 181-230. Liuzza has also edited an edition of prognostics
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of future time led to folk traditions of predictions based on dreams, lunar phases, and similar
phenomena. Alfric rejected such practices as akin to magic, though prognostic materials are
generally found in manuscripts associated with Benedictine houses, even Winchester itself —
Zlfric knew what he was rejecting. Roy Liuzza suggests that ‘this coexistence may suggest
something about the psychology of monastic life: to enter a monastery was to enter into a new
relationship to time’.* Certainly the availability of computustical manuscripts, combined with
the temporal nature of monastic life, would have prompted many to contemplate on the nature of

time and perhaps then to write poems about it.

The contents of a monastic library varied greatly, but there was a strong tradition of
textual exchange with continental Europe.® Isidore of Seville’s Etymologies was the basis for
much of the early medieval understanding of time. This work, ‘a reorganized redaction and

compendium of writings mainly of the fourth to six centuries’, ‘preserved, in abbreviated form,

from one manuscript: Anglo-Saxon Prognostics: An Edition and Translation of Texts from London,
British Library, MS Cotton Tiberius A.iii, ed. and trans. by R. M. Liuzza, Anglo-Saxon Texts, 8
(Cambridge: Brewer, 2011). LaszIé Chardonnens’ edition of prognostics features both Latin and
vernacular texts: Anglo-Saxon Prognostics, 900—1100: Study and Texts, ed. by Laszl6 Sandor
Chardonnens, Brill’s Studies in Intellectual History, 153 (Leiden: Brill, 2007). See also Carla Morini,
‘Measuring Time in Anglo-Saxon England and Temporal Prognostics’, Etudes Médiévales (Amiens), 6
(2004), 24-32.

%2 Liuzza, ‘Anglo-Saxon Prognostics in Context’, p. 206.

*% See Michael Lapidge, The Anglo-Saxon Library (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 2006); more
specifically, for Bede’s library, see M. L.W. Laistner, ‘The Library of the Venerable Bede’, in Bede: His
Life, Times, and Writings: Essays in Commemoration of the Twelfth Centenary of His Death, ed. by A.
Hamilton Thompson (New York: Russell & Russell, 1966), pp. 237-66.
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the accumulated learning of the classical world.”* This and Isidore’s other works were an
important source for Bede’s own science. The encyclopaedic form of the Etymologies allows the
reader to look up a concept or thing, such as time, and learn the basic classical understanding, a
format followed in part in Bede’s DT and DNR, and echoed by Zlfric’s later De temporibus
anni. Works of the other Latin Church Fathers were also available, and models of histories like
Eusebius’s own Historia ecclesiastica were accessible to Bede.* Narratives and traditions from
other cultures were sources for poetry in the vernacular, whether directly or through intermediary
translations.®® The possible sources for the two saints’ lives discussed in chapter two are of
particular interest, as source study suggests that the Anglo-Saxon poets made deliberate choices
to imitate or deviate from sources as they saw fit, especially with regards to time. Bede, too, was
original in some of his temporal thought, though it caused him difficulty. Beowulf has some

possible analogues but the Old English elegies lack any clear extant sources, and thus their

% ‘Introduction’, in The Etymologies of Isidore of Seville, trans. and ed. by Stephen A. Barney and others
(Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 2006), pp. 3-28 (p. 13).

% For discussion of Latinate sources available in Anglo-Saxon England and to Bede see the introductions
to translations of his works, especially to Bede: The Reckoning of Time, trans. by Wallis. On the church
and study more generally, see Blair, The Church in Anglo-Saxon Society.

% For a collection of sources for Old English poetry see Michael J. B. Allen and Daniel G. Calder, trans.,
Sources and Analogues of Old English Poetry: The Major Latin Texts in Translation (Cambridge:
Brewer, 1976), and Daniel G. Calder and others, ed., Sources and Analogues of Old English Poetry II:
The Major Germanic and Celtic Texts in Translation (Cambridge: Brewer, 1983). For sources for the Old
English Andreas see The Acts of Andrew in the Country of the Cannibals: Translations from the Greek,
Latin, and OIld English, ed. and trans. by Robert Boenig, The Garland Library of Medieval Literature, 70
(New York: Garland, 1991). For Beowulf sources see Andy Orchard, Pride and Prodigies: Studies in the
Monsters of the Beowulf-Manuscript (Cambridge: Brewer, 1995); G.N. Garmonsway and Jacqueline
Simpson, ed. and trans., Beowulf and its Analogues (London: Dent, 1980); and Christine Rauer, Beowulf

and the Dragon: Parallels and Analogues (Cambridge: Brewer, 2000).
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particular temporalities may be original or otherwise. Also in a medieval library would surely be
found works of Augustine by Hippo, the major early medieval influence on both theology and
philosophy, especially of time. His Confessions contain one of the most important extended

reflections on time in the Western intellectual tradition.

Augustine and Beyond: Theoretical Frameworks

Philosophies of time often start with Aristotle and Augustine, but there is no evidence of any
direct knowledge of Aristotle’s works in Anglo-Saxon England, and very little indirect.’
Augustine takes up problems to do with the concept of time across all his works, but Book XI of
his Confessions addresses the problem in earnest, if without resolution. Bettetini proposes that
‘St Augustine announces and attacks the great theme of time in a specific context and with
specific weapons. But he never takes himself to arrived [sic] at the final word on the matter
simply because it is, in a certain respect, not relevant to the aims of his writings.”*® Augustine

takes up a problem which seems self-evident, and perhaps insoluble:

%" For a historical approach to temporal philosopy see J. J. A. Mooij, Time and Mind: The History of a
Philosophical Problem, Brill’s Studies in Intellectual History, 129 (Leiden: Brill, 2005), and for a
specifically medieval approach see Pasquale Porro, ed., The Medieval Concept of Time: Studies on the
Scholastic Debate and Its Reception in Early Modern Philosophy, Studien Und Texte Zur
Geistesgeschichte Des Mittelalters, 75 (Leiden: Brill, 2001). Ricoeur goes on to discuss Aristotle after
Augustine in his Time and Narrative, trans. by Kathleen McLaughlin and David Pellauer, 3 vols
(Chicago: University of Chicago Press, 1984), I, discussed below.

%8 Marie Bettetini, ‘Measuring in Accordance with dimensiones certae: Augustine of Hippo and the

Question of Time’, in The Medieval Concept of Time: Studies on the Scholastic Debate and Its Reception
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What, then, is time? If no one asks me, | know; if | want to explain it to someone who
asks me, I do not know. | can state with confidence, however, that this much | do know:
if nothing passed away there would be no past time; if there was nothing still on its Wag/
there would be no future time; and if nothing existed, there would be no present time.>

Attempts to answer this question have been made over the past millennium and a half, and
continue. We all ‘know’ what natural time is, and we all experience it as ‘passing’, however
spatial this analogy is; the experience of past, present and future seems in itself an attribute of

nature, until the problem is raised.

The meditation in Book XI of the Confessions begins with Creation, and a question of
how God made heaven and earth.*® Was there time before the Creation of time? For Augustine,

no:

How could measureless ages have passed by if you had not made them, since you are the
author and creator of the ages? Or what epochs of time could have existed, that had not
been created by you? And how could they have passed by, if they had never existed? If
there was a “time” before you made heaven and earth, how can it be said that you were
not at work then, you who are the initiator of all times? For of course you would have
made that time too; there could not have been any passing times before you created times.
If, therefore, there was no time before heaven and earth came to be, how can anyone ask
what you were doing then? There was no such thing as “then” when there was no time.*

There can be no time outside of God, as Augustine continues: “You have made all eras of time
and you are before all time, and there was never a “time” when time did not exist.”** For

Augustine and for Bede, as chapter one will show, God is both maker and arbiter of time.

in Early Modern Philosophy, ed. by Pasquale Porro, Studien Und Texte Zur Geistesgeschichte Des
Mittelalters, 75 (Leiden: Brill, 2001), pp. 33-53 (p. 34).

% Augustine, Confessions, X1.14, 17.

0 Augustine, Confessions, XI.5, 7.

! Augustine, Confessions, X1.13, 15.

“2 Augustine, Confessions, XI.16.
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The French philosopher Paul Ricoeur takes Book 11 of the Confessions as the starting
point for the first chapter of his monumental work, Time and Narrative.* Ricoeur argues
throughout this book that ‘speculation on time is an inconclusive rumination to which narrative
activity alone can respond’;** the narrative activity of the Anglo-Saxons also serves this purpose
in its exploration of different temporal constructs. Ricoeur’s thesis is that ‘time becomes human
to the extent that it is articulated through a narrative mode, and narrative attains its full meaning
when it becomes a condition of temporal existence’.*® Ricoeur begins the reflection in Time and

Narrative with what he terms Augustine’s ‘atporias’.46 ‘The major aporia with which Augustine

is struggling’, according to Ricoeur, is

that of the measurement of time. This aporia itself, however, is inscribed within the circle
of an aporia that is even more fundamental, that of the being or the nonbeing of time. For
what can be measured is only what, in some way, exists. We may deplore the fact if we
like, but the phenomenology of time emerges out of an ontological question: quid est
enim tempus? [...] As soon as this question is posed, all the ancient difficulties regarding
the being and the nonbeing of time surge forth.*’

Augustine does not or cannot solve for himself ‘the being and the nonbeing of time’. He
writes: ‘| have therefore come to the conclusion that time is nothing other than tension: but

tension of what, I do not know, and | would be very surprised if it is not tension of consciousness

**Ricoeur, Time and Narrative.

* Ricoeur, Time and Narrative, p. 6.

** Ricoeur, Time and Narrative, p. 52.

“® Ricoeur, Time and Narrative, I, ‘The Aporias of the Experience of Time: Book 11 of Augustine’s
Confessions’, pp. 5-30.

*" Ricoeur, Time and Narrative, p. 7.
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itself.”*® The closest Augustine can come to a definition of time is to combine it with his

ontological experience, and particularly the ‘impressions’ time makes upon his mind:

In you, my mind, | measure time. Do not interrupt me by clamoring that time has
objective existence, nor hinder yourself with the hurly-burly of your impressions. In you,
| say, | do measure time. What | measure is the impression which passing phenomena
leave in you, which abides after they have passed by: that is what | measure as a present
reality, not the things that passed by so that the impression could be formed. The
impression itself is what | measure when | measure intervals of time. Hence either time is
this impression, or what | measure is not time.*®

Ultimately, for Augustine, the locus of time is the mind. Time is phenomenological, and can be
said to exist insofar as humans can experience it, remember it, and anticipate it. These
impressions, or senses, are threefold: ‘There are three tenses or times: the present of past things,
the present of present things, and the present of future things. These are three realities in the
mind, but nowhere else as far as | can see, for the present of past things is memory, the present of
present things is attention, and the present of future things is expectation.’50 The past-present-

future scheme endures today; it may be how we most naturally, instinctually, relate to time.

However, as Ricoeur notes, this is somewhat novel ground: ‘ Augustine alone dares to
allow that one might speak of a span of time—a day, an hour—without a cosmological reference.
The notion of distentio animi will serve, precisely, as a substitute for this cosmological basis for
the span of time.”™* The three tenses or realities of time exist in the mind, but cannot exist all at
once. Augustine sets up a ‘dialectic of expectation, memory, and attention, each considered no

longer in isolation but in interaction with one another. It is thus no longer a question of either

48 Augustine, Confessions, X1.26, 33
*® Augustine, Confessions, X1.36.
% Augustine, Confessions, X1.20, 26.

*! Ricoeur, Time and Narrative, pp. 14-15.
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impression-images or anticipatory images but of an action that shortens expectation and extends

memory.”>% But still:

it is precisely as an enigma that the resolution of the aporia of measurement is valuable.
Augustine’s inestimable discovery is, by reducing the extension of time to the distention
of the soul, to have tied this distention to the slippage that never ceased to find its way
into the heart of the threefold present—between the present of the future, the present of
the past, and the present of the present. In this way he sees discordance emerge again and
again out of the very concordance of the intentions of expectation, attention, and
memory.”?

The discord identified by Augustine and Ricoeur is an element which Antonina Harbus has
identified in the Old English elegies. Her comprehensive study of the mind in Old English poetry
encompasses the temporality of mental processes, including the interaction of time and memory
in the Old English elegies.>* This thesis is interested in all constructs of time, inside and outside
of the lived experience of the mind, and the various ways that Anglo-Saxon literature attempts to
make sense of time. As Frank Kermode writes, literature has always worked in this way: ‘Men,
like poets, rush “into the middest,” in media res, when they are born; they also die in mediis
rebus, and to make sense of their span they need fictive concords with origins and ends, such as

give meaning to lives and to poems.’55

*2 Ricoeur, Time and Narrative, p. 20.

> Ricoeur, Time and Narrative, p. 21.

> Antonina Harbus, The Life of the Mind in Old English Poetry, Costerus New Series, 143 (Amsterdam:
Rodopi, 2002), esp. pp. 141-46. Also on memory in the medieval world more generally see Mary J.
Carruthers, The Book of Memory: A Study of Memory in Medieval Culture, 2nd edn (Cambridge:
Cambridge University Press, 2008).

% Frank Kermode, The Sense of an Ending: Studies in the Theory of Fiction (Oxford: Oxford University
Press, 1967), p. 7.
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Bede’s lack of engagement with Augustine and the question of time is its own aporia, and
will be discussed in chapter one. The absence of a concrete definition of time beyond
Augustine’s distentio animi did not preclude Anglo-Saxons from using time in their literature. As
Kermode writes in his The Sense of an Ending, ‘We measure and order time with our fictions’,*®
and so did the Anglo-Saxons. The Sense of an Ending is generally focused on modern literature,
beginning with Shakespeare, with few references to medieval literature, and discusses human
relationships with time, and how time can be structured through narrative. Kermode writes of
Augustine that he ‘studies time as the soul’s necessary self-extension before and after the critical

» 57

moment upon which he reflects’.”” Despite not directly addressing the medieval, Kermode casts

historiography, a particular attribute of Elene and Beowulf, as a sign of sophistication:

A desire to use the past denotes, we are told, an evolutionary phase already quite
advanced. To find patterns in historical time—a time free of the repetitions of ritual, and
indifferent to the ecstasies of the shaman—is yet another stage. And the assumption or
understanding that finding such patterns is a purely anthropocentric activity belongs to a
third phase. We are still not quite easy with it. Much of our thinking still belongs to the
second phase, when history, historiographical plot-making, did the work of ritual or
tradition.”®

In Kermode’s terms, what we will find in Bede, Beowulf, and Old English verse saints’ lives is
an intersection of tradition with history. Anglo-Saxon authors continually found patterns in their
past; they drew patterns in time. Overall The Sense of an Ending offers some basic truths about

the role of time in narrative, and its emphasis on ideas of the end has some use for apocalypse in

*® Kermode, The Sense of an Ending, p. 63
" Kermode, The Sense of an Ending, p. 44.
%8 Kermode, The Sense of an Ending, p. 56.
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Old English literature; Martin Green draws on Kermode in his analysis of Old English elegiac

poetry, which will be discussed in chapter four.>®

The structuralist Gérard Genette built on narratology after Ricouer with his Narrative
Discourse: An Essay in Method, which offers ‘a systemic theory of narrative’.*® He begins with
the acknowledgement that a written narrative ‘can only be “consumed”, and therefore actualized,
in a time that is obviously reading time’.** The time in which a narrative is consumed (i.e. read)
is different to the time of the story being narrated. Ad Putter makes the same point, in a

paraphrase of Mieke Bal’s Narratology:

Since time also passes in the fictional worlds of medieval literature, literary critics risk
making comparable mistakes when they impose their own sense of time on that implied
by the medieval text. | say ‘implied’ because in literature the only time that really passes
is the time spent reading or listening (the ‘time of narration’): ‘narrated time’ is an
illusion and passes only by suggestion. We arrive at an imaginary chronology by
supplementing the temporal markers in the text with our own experience of the world.
And the possibility of error arises when this experience that we draw upon to restore the
fullness of time conflicts with the experience originally envisaged by the author.®?

Time within a text can still be constructed by the author, a point particularly relevant to the
saints’ lives discussed in chapter two which consciously create certain forms of narrative time. It

is the contention of this thesis that while narrative time is illusory, in that it has no existence

%9 Martin Green, ‘Man, Time and Apocalypse in The Wanderer, The Seafarer, and Beowulf’, JEGP, 74
(1975), 502-18.

% Jonathan Culler, ‘Foreword’, in Gérard Genette, Narrative Discourse, trans. by Jane E. Lewin (Oxford:
Blackwell, 1980), pp. 7-13 (p. 7).

®1 Gérard Genette, Narrative Discourse, trans. by Jane E. Lewin (Oxford: Blackwell, 1980), p. 34.

%2 Ad Putter, ‘In Search of Lost Time: Missing Days in Sir Cleges and Sir Gawain and the Green Knight”,
in Time in the Medieval World, ed. by Chris Humphrey, and W. M. Ormrod (York: York Medieval Press,
2001), pp. 119-36 (p. 119).
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outside of the narrative, just as a story has no independent existence outside of itself, the Anglo-

Saxon texts under discussion craft timeframes within themselves for deliberate effect.

Genette names three narrative concepts that are useful for this thesis: order, duration, and
frequency. ‘Order’ is ‘the order in which events or temporal sections are arranged in the narrative
discourse’, compared with ‘the order of succession these same events or temporal segments have
in the story’.%® Most medieval narrative does not deviate from an expected arrangement of
events, however there are occasional ‘anachronies’, Genette’s useful term for such discordance.
Usually such analepses and prolepses (movements back in time and forward in time,
respectively) are heterodiegetic, that is, they refer to a different character, event or timeline to the
ones described in the surrounding text. ‘Duration’ refers to the amount of text that narrates a
particular length of time or narrative event, however, there is no way to measure the duration of a
narrative, for ‘reading time varies according to particular circumstances’.®* Finally, ‘frequency’
is the repeated telling of a single story event or incident. Genette provides for the possibility that

an event may be repeated or not, and a statement (about the event) repeated or not.*

Narratology is a structural exercise, and as such usually leaves out the intersection of
time and human experience which is expressed through the temporal structure of narrative, or
when time appears in narrative (and non-narrative) without apparent or immediate structural
purpose. A sense of past, present, and future, is both a narrative structure and a

phenomenological sensation. The threefold sense is common to all, and can easily be

%% Genette, Narrative Discourse, p. 35.
® Genette, Narrative Discourse, p. 86.

% Genette, Narrative Discourse, p. 114.
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demonstrated in Anglo-Saxon literature. In Beowulf the poet has a sense of his own present, from
which he looks back to a past both mythical and part-historical, and forward to uncertain futures.
Within the world of the poem, within Beowulf’s lifetime, the narrative ranges back and forward,

the poet particularly given to ominous prolepses.

Aspects of the topic of time in literature have been dealt with before, but this thesis is the
first attempt to study Anglo-Saxon ideas of time through examinations of poetry as well as
historical and scientific writings.®® Some of this material and related concepts have been studied
in isolation, for example, in surveys of medieval philosophy or science. Human relationships
with time have been addressed in part by such scholarly developments as the growing interest in
nostalgia studies. Time in Anglo-Saxon literature, and Old English poetry in particular, has been

somewhat neglected aside from scholarly commonplaces such as typology in the saints’ lives.

One work on time in medieval literature is Richard Lock’s Aspects of Time in Medieval

Literature. The book is a comparison of oral and written literature rather than an examination of

% Theses such as the following examine various aspects of time in literature, most focusing on Anglo-
Saxon texts, but without also addressing scientific and historical texts as this thesis does: Patricia Anne
Daily, ‘Promised Bodies: Embodiment and the Time of a Literary Text” (unpublished doctoral
dissertation, University of California, 2002); Jennifer Elise Merriman, ‘The Rhetoric of the End Times in
Old English Preaching’ (unpublished doctoral dissertation, Pennsylvania State University, 2004); Laura
Ellen Renick, ‘The Aesthetics of Time and the Ideology of Eternity in Old English Christian Poetry’
(unpublished dissertation, University of Pennsylvania, 1995); R. L. Sassone, ‘Time and Beowulf: The
Impact on Anglo-Saxon Poetry of Christian and Non-Christian Germanic Traditions Regarding Time’
(unpublished doctoral thesis, University of Oxford, 2001); James Dyas Thayer, ‘Altered Identities: Time
and Transformation in Beowulf (unpublished dissertation, University of Oregon, 2002); Mircea Mihali
Tomus, ‘Chronotropes: The Sense of Time in Old English and Old French Poetry’ (unpublished

dissertation, University of lowa, 1995).
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time in medieval narrative in itself. His analysis of time in medieval literature is a means to a
predetermined end: to prove his thesis that written literature is more sophisticated than that with
oral origins. Lock writes in his abstract, ‘Anthropological evidence indicates that concepts of
time are closely related to literacy and non-literacy. Cyclic time is thought to be characteristic of
a non-literate society, while linear time is characteristic of a literature group.’®’ In the
introduction he discusses time itself, arguing that preliterate societies often operate in an ‘eternal
present’,” because ‘the recording and measurement of long periods of time are impossible

without writing’.%® History of any length must be written, because

without written records accurate evidence of the past is scanty, since even oral records to
which great importance may be attached, such as genealogies, rarely extend over more
than a few generations. Once written records begin to be kept, a sense of the past, a sense
of “history”, may arise and references to past events can be more exact.”

Lock’s approach to his chosen medieval texts — which span multiple languages and time periods
— includes a consideration of logical chronology within the narrative, and the use of appropriate
sequencing patterns. Lock maintains that oral literature cannot be analysed in the same manner
as written literature,”" a somewhat outdated idea. When all we have is the written form then we
should treat it as written, without separate terms of analysis. There is no certainty of knowing
whether a work is an oral piece being written down for the first time, and many works have some

oral basis, however distant from the final written form.

%" Richard Lock, Aspects of Time in Medieval Literature (New York: Garland, 1985), p. i.
%8 Lock, Aspects of Time in Medieval Literature, p. 7.

% Lock, Aspects of Time in Medieval Literature, p. 8.

"0 Lock, Aspects of Time in Medieval Literature, p. 18.

™ Lock, Aspects of Time in Medieval Literature, p. 20.
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Several collections of essays have been published on the topic of time, especially around
the turn of the millennium because, as Chris Humphrey writes, ‘the impending approach of the
third millennium AD served to focus both popular and scholarly curiosity on the nature and
history of time. The Middle Ages occupy an ambiguous place in this history: on the one hand
recognizably pre-modern, and yet also arguably the birthplace of a modern temporal
sensibility.”” The papers in Time in the Medieval World cover a range of texts and disciplines,”
including the useful overview by Deborah Deliyannis of historical methods of dating. "
Humphrey concludes, ‘the chronological scope of the papers, from the early Middle Ages to the
early modern, suggests that it is futile to try to define “medieval time” in absolute terms: then, as
now, time was a malleable and relative medium.’ " This thesis, however, works towards a sense
of Anglo-Saxon literary time, as a sense that varies between genres. Time and Eternity: The
Medieval Discourse is even more diverse than Time in the Medieval World, and suffers from
allowing too many contributions, and all of a short length due to their origins as conference
papers that have not been largely extended.’”® The essays cover many periods, genres, and
concepts, including calendars and the calculation of time, Jewish concepts of time, Christian
philosophy, monasticism, and literary representations. The disparate nature and sheer number of

the papers, each mostly focused on one small area, means that no real conclusions can be

"2 Chris Humphrey, ‘Introduction’, in Time in the Medieval World, ed. by Chris Humphrey and W. M.
Ormrod (York: York Medieval Press, 2001), pp. 1-4 (p. 1).

3 Chris Humphrey and W. M. Ormrod, eds, Time in the Medieval World (York: York Medieval Press,
2001).

™ Deliyannis, ‘Year-Dates in the Early Middle Ages’

® Humphrey, ‘Introduction’, p. 2.

"® Gerhard Jaritz and Gerson Moreno-Riafio, eds, Time and Eternity: The Medieval Discourse,

International Medieval Research, 9 (Turnhout, Belgium: Brepols, 2003).
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comfortably reached. The slightly tighter focus of The Medieval Concept of Time, which narrows
its papers to philosophy, allows for more cohesion in a volume.”” However, none of these three
collections examines the interactions between temporal science and narrative texts in any detail,

as this thesis will.

The Apocalyptic Year 1000: Religious Expectation and Social Change, 950—1050 also
arose from a conference.” The articles examine the turn of the millennium in medieval Europe
using the years 979 to 1033/34 as boundaries, and the sections of the book cover medieval
thought, art and literature, historiography, and tools and sources. Many of the papers have an
agenda of debunking preconceived ideas about mass hysteria or otherwise at the approach of the
year 1000, illustrated by in-depth research. The Apocalyptic Year 1000 was part of a fashion in
twentieth-century scholarship and criticism (medieval or otherwise) at the approach of the year
2000.” At this time millennial hysteria and apocalyptic expectations were popular subjects for
scholars and media alike. The fascination of endings is easily understood, by the virtue of their
unknown nature. We order our world with fictions, and as Kermode also writes, we have a need

to form narrative:

" Porro, ed., The Medieval Concept of Time.

8 Richard Landes, Andrew Gow, and David C. Van Meter, eds, The Apocalyptic Year 1000: Religious
Expectation and Social Change, 950-1050 (Oxford; New York: Oxford University Press, 2003).

" In addition to The Apocalyptic Year 1000 see Malcolm Godden, ‘Apocalypse and Invasion in Late
Anglo-Saxon England’, in From Anglo-Saxon to Early Middle English: Studies Presented to E. G.
Stanley, ed. by Malcolm Godden, Douglas Gray, and Terry Hoad (Oxford: Clarendon, 1994), pp. 130-62;
and many essays in Jaritz and Moreno-Riafio, eds, Time and Eternity. For a recent summary of medieval
eschatological scholarship, see Peter Darby, Bede and the End of Time, Studies in Early Medieval Britain
(Farnham: Ashgate, 2012), pp. 68, where he notes that eschatology need not be a strictly millennial
pursuit (p. 7).
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it makes little difference—though it makes some—whether you believe the age of the
world to be six thousand years or five thousand million years, whether you think time
will have a stop or that the world is eternal; there is still a need to speak humanly of a
life’s importance in relation to it—a need in the moment of existence to belong, to be
related to a beginning and to an end.®

In the absence of endings, due to living in media res, we create them.

The apocalypse is an irresistible image: the destruction of the world, the end of time, and
perhaps the glory of being there and, better yet, surviving. It is a mainstay of film, especially the
post-apocalyptic scenarios that would once have been impossible in Christian thought (there is
no time after the end of time). The greatest power of apocalypse is its unknown quality.
Anticipation, the act of waiting, breeds creative expectation. Because the end has not happened
yet we are able to imagine it and re-imagine it endlessly. As Kermode discusses, ‘the End is a
fact of life and a fact of the imagination, working out from the middle, the human crisis.”® The
end was no less a fact for medieval humans than modern; apocalypse looms large in Anglo-
Saxon literature and not just in the popular conception of millennial hysteria.2? Subtle imagery of
apocalypses, biblical and otherwise, finds its way into the literature. There is considerable debate
as to how serious apocalyptic expectations really were, but Christianity had made it clear that an

end was coming.

What sort of ending that might be, and when, and how, were less clear. Christ told his

disciples: ‘And if I shall go, and prepare a place for you, I will come again, and will take you to

8 Kermode, The Sense of an Ending, pp. 3-4.

8 Kermode, The Sense of an Ending, p. 58.

82 See Richard M. Trask, ‘Looking Forward to Doomsday: An Old English Pastime’, In Geardagum, 21
(2000), 1-21.
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myself; that where I am, you also may be’,®® and St Paul wrote to the Thessalonians: ‘For
yourselves know perfectly, that the day of the Lord shall so come, as a thief in the night.’84 The
Book of Apocalypse was a guide, of sorts, but in need of interpretation by way of exegesis;
hence, commentaries like Bede’s proliferated.85 Furthermore, Christians were told in Matthew,
‘watch ye therefore, because ye know not what hour your Lord will come.”® For the Anglo-
Saxons, Malcolm Godden writes, the end of the world ‘raised complex problems about time and
history: where exactly were they in that sequence of historical time from Christ to the end, and
was the critical moment a particular spot in historical time or only a state of mind?’®’ Bede
assisted with the first question, but the second was a source of difficulty across the Christian

world.

8 John 14.3. All biblical references in this thesis are to the Douay-Rheims translation. Note that the
version of the Bible known to Bede and in common use throughout Anglo-Saxon England was the
Vulgate, translated by St Jerome. Differences in translation became a source of contention for Bede, as
noted in chapter one.

8 | Thessalonians 5.2.

% Bede, Expositio Apocalypseos, edited as Expositio Apocalypseos: Bedae opera exegetica, CCSL 121A,
ed. by Roger Gryson (Turnhout: Brepols, 2001), translated as The Explanation of the Apocalypse by the
Venerable Beda, trans. by Edward Marshall (Oxford and London: James Parker, 1878) and more recently
as Bede: Commentary on Revelation, trans. by Faith Wallis, Translated Texts for Historians, 58
(Liverpool: Liverpool University Press, 2013). For information about the tradition of apocalyptic exegesis
see Gerald Bonner, ‘Saint Bede in the Tradition of Western Apocalyptic Commentary’, in Bede and His
World: The Jarrow Lectures 1958-1993, ed. by Michael Lapidge, 2 vols (Aldershot: Variorum, 1994) I:
1958-1978, pp. 153-83, and also the Introduction to Bede: Commentary on Revelation, trans. by Wallis,
esp. ‘Bede and the Latin Tradition of Exegesis of Revelation’, pp. 5-22.

% Matthew 24.42.

8 Malcolm Godden, The Millenium, Time, and History for the Anglo-Saxons’, in The Apocalyptic Year
1000: Religious Expectation and Social Change, 950-1050, ed. by Richard Landes, Andrew Gow, and
David C. Van Meter (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 2003), pp. 155-80 (p. 156).
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The texts under consideration in this thesis make occasional use of apocalyptic imagery,
but do not in themselves constitute apocalyptic literature. Their relation with the future is more
complicated. Beowulf repeatedly references future death and destruction, and the poem itself
ends with the death of its hero, and uncertainty for his people. The elegies, too, offer bleak
visions of the future when the future is broached at all. Peter Darby’s recent study Bede and the
End of Time demonstrates how Bede created ‘a master narrative of the end-times, a coherent
“history of the future””.%® Darby’s approach is intertextual, considering Bede’s works both
separately and together, so as to trace Bede’s intellectual development. This thesis follows a
similarly intertextual methodology in considering Bede’s temporality throughout his works,

especially his constructions of the past and present.

Apocalypse in Old English poetry was considered long before the turn of the millennium
by Martin Green, who also drew on Kermode’s The Sense of an Ending.* Green’s article focuses
on The Wanderer, The Seafarer, and Beowulf. He follows on from Kermode’s assessment that
because men have to confront time, we create patterns and fictions to give time meaning, hence
the fiction of the apocalypse, a feature of many cultures and literatures.”® Green demonstrates
that apocalypse relates to both the present and the past, because ‘the end is implicit in the
beginning’,91 and so ‘the future is the present, their present time is the last time, and the
cataclysms and portents they so copiously catalogue are felt to be happening in full view of men,

although only the apocalyptic writers have had the benefit of revelation which provides the key

8 Darby, Bede and the End of Time, p. 218.

% Green, ‘Man, Time and Apocalypse’, p. 502.

% Green, ‘Man, Time and Apocalypse’, p. 502—03.
%! Green. ‘Man, Time and Apocalypse’, p. 504.



32

of understanding.’® Of the poems in question, he concludes, ‘the imagery of apocalypse
functions in the background of the poems to bring into relief the human events in the foreground;
we are constantly being reminded of the order of the world as the apocalyptic mind conceived of

it, moving with utter resoluteness to its climax.’®

Another important article for the study of time in the Old English elegies is J. E. Cross’s
‘Aspects of Microcosm and Macrocosm’.** Cross illustrates the medieval belief in the parallel of
macrocosm and microcosm, man and world, both containing the four elements;* a theory which
Bede also referred to, writing: ‘man himself, who is called “microcosm” by the wise, that is, “a
smaller universe”, has his body tempered in every respect by these same qualities; indeed each of
its constituent humours imitates the manner of the season in which it prevails.’96 Cross connects
this theory with Old English poetry and a particular focus on the decline of the world, noting that
classical and early Christian thinkers ‘believed that the men of their own generation and/or the
world were physically weaker than mankind and/or world of some (often unspecified) preceding

age.”%” The connection of man and world finds further expression in the ages of man schemes

% Green. ‘Man, Time and Apocalypse’, p. 504.

% Green, ‘Man, Time and Apocalypse’, p. 518.

% J.E. Cross, ‘Aspects of Microcosm and Macrocosm in Old English Literature’, in Studies in Old
English Literature in Honor of Arthur G. Brodeur, ed. by Stanley B. Greenfield (Eugene: University of
Oregon Books, 1963), pp. 1-22.

% Cross, ‘Aspects of Microcosm and Macrocosm’, p. 1.

% Bede: The Reckoning of Time, trans. by Wallis, ch. 35, pp. 100—01. Latin: ‘Sed et homo ipse, qui a
sapientibus microcosmos, id est minor mundus, appellatur, hisdem per omnia qualitatibus habet
temperatum corpus, imitantibus nimirum singulis eius quibus constat humoribus, modum temporum
quibus maxime pollet’, p. 392.

%" Cross, ‘Aspects of Microcosm and Macrocosm’, p. 5.



33

popular throughout the classical and medieval period, examined independently in books by
Elizabeth Sears and J. A. Burrow.® The stages of human life were linked with the ages of the
world and with associated qualities, elements, humours etc., and in the process provided
temporal symbolism for authors to access. Diagrams and explanations of the ages of man were
common in computus manuscripts but despite the acknowledgement of such schemata, their
possible use in Anglo-Saxon literature has not been much studied beyond Cross.” The
boundaries of each age of man vary, but Byrhtferth’s diagram in St John’s College, Oxford, MS
17, lists the ages of boyhood and infancy as ending at 14 years of age, while adolescence lasts to
28, and iuventus, maturity, to 48, and senectus, old age, until 70 or 80.*% Isidore, by contrast,
offers six ages of man.'® Infancy is from birth until the age of 7, childhood until age 14,
adolescence until 28, youth until 50, maturity until 70, and old age ends in death, with no set
number of years. The six ages of man could be and were aligned with the six ages of the world,

described by Augustine and also Bede, as discussed in chapter one.

% Elizabeth Sears, The Ages of Man: Medieval Interpretations of the Life Cycle (Princeton: Princeton
University Press, 1986); J. A. Burrow, The Ages of Man: A Study in Medieval Writing and Thought
(Oxford: Clarendon Press, 1986).

% Though for a treatment of the Spheres of Apuleius and Pythagoras diagrams see R. M. Liuzza, ‘The
Sphere of Life and Death: Time, Medicine, and the Visual Imagination’, in Latin Learning and English
Lore: Studies in Anglo-Saxon Literature for Michael Lapidge, ed. by Katherine O’Brien O’Keeffe and
Andy Orchard, 2 vols, Toronto Old English Series (Toronto: University of Toronto Press, 2005), 1, 28—
52, and for other illustrations see Peter Richardson, ‘Experienced Time in Old English Texts and
Illuminations’, Studia Neophilologica, 66 (1994), 27-34.

190 Byrrow discusses the diagram on p. 18 and Sears on p. 35 of their respective volumes:; it is on folio 7
of Oxford, St John’s College, MS 17, which can be viewed online at: The Calendar and the Cloister:
Oxford, St John s College MS17, McGill University Library, Digital Collections Program, 2007
<http://digital.library.mcgill.ca/ms-17> [accessed 5 August 2013].

191 Isidore of Seville, The Etymologies of Isidore of Seville, XL.ii, p. 241.
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Of course Old English as a language is somewhat limited in its range of tense, lacking a
specific future tense. Some work has been done on words for time in Old English, beginning
with Frederick Tupper whose work, though published in 1895, remains a valuable study of the
Anglo-Saxon day and its divisions.'® His sources include Bede, Zlfric, and Byrhtferth and other
ecclesiastical texts. His work on the various times of day, especially the nebulous uhta, is vital
for chapters three and four of this thesis on Beowulf and the Old English elegies.®® Janet
Bately’s work on time-words takes advantage of advances in the use of computers for Old
English linguistics,*® evaluating the range of meanings for Old English time-words and their
contexts. The thesis draws on all of these works and more,'® as discussed in each chapter, to

work towards a coherent construct and poetics of time in Anglo-Saxon literature.

192 Frederick Tupper, Jr, ‘Anglo-Saxon Deg-Mzl’, PMLA, 10 (1895), 111-241.

193 The main dictionary of Old English called upon for linguistic reference in this thesis is Bosworth-
Toller: An Anglo-Saxon Dictionary, Based on the Manuscript Collections of the Late Joseph Bosworth,
ed. by T. Northcote Toller (Oxford: Clarendon, 1898).

104 Janet Bately, ‘On Some Words for Time in Old English Literature’, in Problems of Old English
Lexicography, ed. by Alfred Bammesberger (Regensburg: Pustet, 1985), pp. 47-64.

195 See also Ulrich Detges, Time and Truth: The Grammaticalization of Resultatives and Perfects within
a Theory of Subjectification’, Studies in Language, 24 (2000), 345-77, on the verb habban, and Kiriko
Sato, ‘Old English geond Expressing Duration of Time: The Winchester Usage’, SELIM (Journal of the
Spanish Society for Medieval English Language and Literature), 6 (2009), 23-45, on the preposition

geond.
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Overview of Thesis

The modes of temporality uncovered in the texts under discussion include biblical time,
historical time and historicity, natural time, divine time, a sense of eternity, personal or lived
time, symbolic time, subjective time, and narrative time. | define temporality as a sense or
understanding of time, often in conjunction with the experience of being in time. Temporality
here has a strong phenomenological influence, being based on the subjective experience
described in literary texts. The thesis builds on the work of other scholars and draws on the
theory discussed above, in particular Augustine of Hippo and how Old English poetry makes use

of his ideas.

Of Augustine’s three types of time, it is the present sense of things past that would seem
to loom largest in Old English literature. A story is, by definition, something that happened in the
past; it is over at the time of telling, whether the telling is oral or written. The past exists not just
in the memory of the singular medieval person, but in the cultural memory; a larger past of
history and subjective experience is retold in the literature. For Augustine, God is the ultimate
temporal authority; he exists outside time. But in a written narrative, the author might be said to
have the ultimate control. It is the Beowulf-poet who refers obliquely to the future destruction of
Heorot or the death of minor characters, and who is able to dive back into the past at will and tell
stories outside of the timeline of the main action, such as the Last Survivor’s treasure-burial. It is
in the nature of Old English poetry to foreshadow constantly what is to come both within the

poem and outside it.

Eternity is outside of time and apart from time; it is in some ways the opposite of time.

The concept is discussed further in chapter one and throughout the thesis, for eternity recurs
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throughout the texts. Eternity takes on a further dimension of meaning in the Christian context,
for God is eternal, as Augustine recognised: God’s time is all time. Furthermore, the Christian is
assured of eternity in heaven after death, a timeless existence after enduring life on earth in
which one is subject to time. In Andreas the eternity of the saint’s own soul is confirmed in a
vision of him enthroned in heaven, while in some of the Old English elegies eternity is posed as

the answer to the anguish of being in time. For Bede, the eternal was also the stable.

Chapter one is a study of time and temporality in the works of the Venerable Bede. This
chapter is the foundation for those that follow, outlining the extent of temporal knowledge in
Anglo-Saxon England in both scientific and Christian contexts. Bede’s textual authority endured
for centuries; what most literate Anglo-Saxons knew about time they would have learned from
Bede, even if at the remove of a vernacular translation.’®® As Liuzza suggests, ‘monastic
discipline is first and foremost a temporal discipline of punctuality and accurate timekeeping.’ 107
Christianity itself is a temporal religion interested in eternity. The Bible is a sacred history,
recording the beginning of time at the Creation of the world, and predicting the end of that world
and perhaps time itself at the Last Judgement; outside these parameters are God and eternity. To
understand God’s involvement in time was to understand one’s place in Christian history, a place
that Bede was determined to cement for Anglo-Saxon England with his Historia Ecclesiastica.

Bede is sensitive to what Davidse calls ‘the double effect of time: the fact that on the one hand

time alienates and creates a distance, and that on the other hand it can create a link with the past,

1% Such as Zlfric’s De temporibus anni or Byrhtferth’s Enchiridion.

197 ¢_juzza, ‘Anglo-Saxon Prognostics in Context’, p. 207.
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bridging the gap of this distance’;'® all of his works but especially the HE work to form links

between past and future. However, Bede’s vision of time was not fixed from the beginning of his
career as a writer; rather, as the chapter explores, he adapted his construct of time in response to
political pressures. I study the theme of time across all of Bede’s writings, rather than works in
isolation, an approach hitherto relatively unused but gaining traction. The possible connections
between Latinate prose writing and vernacular poetry have not often been studied, but such
comparison is particularly fruitful in the area of time; it will become clear that classical ideas of
time such as the Ages of Man, disseminated in Latinate literature, made their way through to the

vernacular for use in poetry including Beowulf and the Old English elegies.

The other three chapters explore Old English poetry. The poems chosen cover three broad
categories: verse saints’ lives, epic (Beowulf), and the elegies; or three codexes: Vercelli,
Biblioteca Capitolare, MS CXVII; London, British Library, MS Cotton Vitellius A.xv; and
Exeter, Cathedral Library, MS 3501.'%° While ‘genre’ as a literary category is a modern
distinction and a term of convenience, it is not without value for the medieval scholar. Though,
as Anne Klinck notes, the medieval period lacked an organised study or awareness of genre, and
S0 it cannot be proved that authors actively intended their works to fit in particular categories or

genres, ™ texts must be classified somehow. The Old English elegies are the most contentious of

1% Jan Davidse, ‘The Sense of History in the Works of the Venerable Bede’, Studi Medievali, 23 (1982),
644-70 (p. 651).

199 For an analysis of time in a poetic category not explored in this thesis, see David N. Klausner,
‘Aspects of Time in the Battle Poetry of Early Britain’, in The Middle Ages in the North-West, ed. by
Tom Scott and Pat Starkey (Oxford: Leopard’s Head, 1995), pp. 85-107.

19 Anne L. Klinck, The Old English Elegies: A Critical Edition and Genre Study (Montreal: McGill-
Queen’s University Press, 1992), p. 223.
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genres of the period, because ‘elegy’ as a genre in modern terms is far removed from these
poems. However, as discussed in chapter four, the poems placed into this category share many
themes, enough to suggest that they were compiled into the Exeter Book at least in part because
of what they share. The matter of compilation thus overlaps with that of genre. While the elegies
are all found in the Exeter Book, not all Old English poetic saints’ lives are found in the Vercelli
Book. The two that are there, however, pay particular attention to the poetics of time and
construct time in very deliberate ways. Elene and Andreas echo the larger themes of the Vercelli
Book and suggest a compiler sensitive to temporal themes. Beowulf can, of course, be placed in a
genre all its own, with nothing extant like it in Old English, but again the epic poem takes a
particular attitude to time. It also engages in the elegiac mode, which suggests that a certain

approach to time and temporality was considered appropriate for poetry of this type.

The two saints’ lives in the Vercelli Book, Andreas and Elene, offer different constructs
of time, although both being hagiographical they also engage in typological and liturgical
symbolism. Elene begins by giving a date for its narrative, in an apparent echo of Bede’s HE and
other chronicles, and thus an attempt at historical authenticity. Andreas is more fully in the realm
of myth, uninterested in historicity but insistent on marking the passage of time. The whole
narrative of the poem adds up to a span of forty days, a time span neglected by previous
scholarship, which opens up a range of biblical, typological, and liturgical meanings. Both
Andreas and Elene construct time carefully, and are designed to prompt temporal reflection in
learned readers familiar with biblical history. Their shared poetics of time is devotional and

sacred.
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Beowulf and Andreas have long been held to share some kind of relationship, usually
characterised as the Andreas-poet borrowing from Beowulf, or to some less kind commentators,
outright plagiarising. Beowulf consciously resists the historicity found in Elene, preferring to set
its action in geardagum, a time both symbolic and semi-artificial given that some of historically
‘real’ characters are not particularly ancient. The poem engages with the schemata of ages of
man and ages of the world, by presenting Beowulf in his youth and in his old age, and referring
to past ages in the persona of Cain and the great age of the dragon’s treasure. Overall, the poem’s
structure can be reduced to two parts, an echo of the poetic symbolism of night and day which
the poet continually evokes. The second part of the poem, its ‘night’, makes use of the elegiac

mode, in which time is disordered, full of loss, and mourning.

The elegiac mode is discussed further in chapter four, which explores the temporality of
the group of poems designated the Old English elegies. These poems, far from being lengthy
narratives of the lives of saints or heroes, are short descriptions of deeply personal experience,
focused on the emotional present of each speaker. These speakers are trapped in their present,
though able to look back into their past and ahead to bleak futures. Their minds range over time
in perfect imitation of Augustine’s distentio animi, but here the condition is presented as
abnormal, unlike in narratives such as Beowulf where digressions in time are the norm. Some of
the elegies use seasonal imagery and employ the ages of man schemata, especially the
correlation of fours. The view of the past is generally nostalgic, and the views of the future bleak
in different ways, and occasionally hinting at apocalypse. The elegies speak to the power of
memory, but also suggest the tantalising possibility that time can be erased, that something that
happened can now seem ‘as if it never were’ (‘swa hit no weere’, The Wife’s Lament, 24; similar

phrasing also occurs in The Wanderer). It is this instability of time that separates the elegies from
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all other texts under discussion, which feature the firm hands of confident narrators, and an

absolute trust in God.

Time, then, can be constructed and reconstructed according to the demands of the text.
The poetics of time are wide-ranging, and the Anglo-Saxon author had many types of temporal
symbolism at his disposal. This thesis begins with the controlled project of the Venerable Bede,
to place Anglo-Saxon England within Christian history as a guarantee of its salvation in the
future, and progresses through poetry which exemplifies that controlled Christian message, to the
epic that mixes Christian and classical temporal ideas, to the chaotic time of the elegies, moving
from order to disorder. Bede’s works speak to the problems of time in his lifetime, and the need
to connect Anglo-Saxon England with world time and history. With the Incarnation, God entered
human time, and with the conversion the Anglo-Saxons joined the elect. Elene dates its narrative
in relation to the date of the Incarnation — even though its date is historically wrong — because it
depicts the discovery of the True Cross, the instrument by which Christ left human time and
became immortal in the Resurrection, restoring the immortality that was promised to Adam and
lost in the Fall. Andreas portrays these ideas through typology, as in the world of the poem St
Andrew is a Christ-type who experiences Creation, the Flood, the Passion, and the Resurrection.
Andreas’s setting on fyrndagum is an echo of Beowulf’s in geardagum, the setting for the
interaction of history and myth. As Beowulf ends it suggests the end of heroic life as well as of
the world, a theme continued in the Old English elegies, which mourn the loss of community and

joy. Ultimately they suggest the nonbeing of time and the ability to erase it, ‘as if it never were’.
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Chapter One: Bede’s Time

‘Naturas rerum uarias labentis et acui
Perstrinxi titulis, tempora lata citis,

Beda Dei famulus. Tu fixa obsecry perennem
Qui legis astra, super mente tuere diem.’

— Bede, De natura rerum.’

Introduction

Across the entire corpus of Bede’s writings we find a sustained project to construct the time and
temporality of the English people. Such a project was necessary because the conversion placed
Anglo-Saxon England in the unique position of inheriting both a past in the Bible, and a future in
the salvation of Christ. The newly Christian nation needed to understand both its place in

salvation history and its place in liturgical time, neither of which could be gleaned from natural

! Bede, ‘De natura rerum liber’, ed. by C. W. Jones and Fr. Lipp, in Bedae Venerabilis opera: Opera
didascalia, Pars I, ed. by C. W. Jones and others, CCSL, 123A (Turnhout: Brepols, 1975), pp. 173-234
(p. 189). Translation:

‘In brief chapters, |, Bede, the servant of God,

Have lightly touched on the varied natures of things

And on the broad ages of fleeting time. You who study the stars above,

Fix your mind’s gaze, | pray, on the Light of the everlasting day.’

From Bede, ‘De natura rerum’, in Bede: ‘On the Nature of Things’and ‘On Times’, trans. by Calvin B.
Kendall and Faith Wallis, Translated Texts for Historians, 56 (Liverpool: Liverpool University Press,
2010), pp. 71-103 (p. 71).

2 By “salvation history’ I mean the biblical narrative of man’s fall and the events following, culminating
in the Resurrection of Christ and the anticipated Second Coming, Last Judgement, and Apocalypse. In the
case of the Anglo-Saxons, their salvation history is their history of conversion and acceptance of the

Christian faith. Biblical history encompasses salvation history to include all events of the Christian Bible.
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cues, unlike the daily and yearly cycles which shaped agricultural life.® We cannot know what
ideas about time existed within the older, pagan communities,* but the religious conversion
meant a conversion to the calendar of Roman months as well as to the liturgical calendar, a new
history to learn, and a new future to anticipate. These new constructions of time brought a new
sense of temporality, the subjective sense or understanding of time, combined with the
experience of being in time. Bede’s temporality is both his understanding of time, and of the
position of his society within time; from these, he forms a poetics of time. No one but Bede
could have written what he did: his reading and study allowed him to understand, synthesise, and
teach others about time, as no other contemporaries could. Bede wanted to advance
understanding of time, particularly of the time to come, both on earth and in heaven, but he also
wanted to right wrongs and refute incorrect ideas about time. Correction became more important
as his career progressed and his ideas were misconstrued, as in the case of the accusation of
heresy in 708. Bede also adjusted his construction of time throughout his life in response to

interaction with his readers and changes in his own thought.

Recent years have seen a great growth of interest in all aspects of Bede’s scholarship.
Bedan criticism, like its subject, has been and is wide-ranging. In a 2006 article Faith Wallis

discussed the twentieth-century rediscovery of Bede as a ‘scientist’.” Peter Darby’s summary of

¥ See, for example, Nils E. Enkvist, The Seasons of the Year: Chapters on a Motif from Beowulf to the
Shepherd s Calendar (Helsinki: Centraltryckeriet, 1957).

* Not least because Bede is mostly silent on the topic (see below), but see also Peter Blair, Northumbria in
the Days of Bede (London: Gollancz, 1976), p. 79.

® ‘It would seem, then, that Bede’s “science” is both uncertain in its boundaries and unclear in its
definition. The presentism of the term “science” is also an embarrassment, not least because Bede

himself, in his autobiographical note at the close of the Historia ecclesiastica, claims that his exclusive
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Bedan scholarship highlights Roger Ray’s 1976 article on Bede as exegete and historian as being
the first to advocate an intertextual approach, noting that ‘before Ray’s essay, Bede scholars
tended to separate different aspects of Bede’s scholarly output and study them in isolation of
each other’.® In his recent discussion of ‘The New Bede’,’ Scott DeGregorio pointed to a
renewed interest in Bede’s exegetical works, as well as a recent ‘appreciation of the inter-textual
dimension of Bede’s writings, to the recognition that they can and should be studied in full
concert with each other rather than in isolation’.® A third strand of interest in ‘The New Bede’ is

focused on how Bede viewed himself and his work.®

This chapter will adopt an intertextual approach to Bede’s works, which will be
particularly valuable for this investigation into Bede’s treatment of time because, as we shall see,
Bede’s poetics of time is not bound by genre. His different approaches to time span his works
and interact with each other. Bede’s interest in temporality and eternity manifests itself across
many of his writings. Some works deal directly with time scientifically, as textbooks on

chronology or cosmology, or the passage of time in human events as history, while others are

intellectual concern was the study of Scripture. To continue to isolate Bede’s “science” also seems out of
step with new approaches that stress the interpenetration of the genres within which Bede worked,
especially history, exegesis, and hagiography.” Faith Wallis, ‘Si Naturam Quaeras: Reframing Bede’s
“Science”’, in Innovation and Tradition in the Writings of the Venerable Bede, ed. by Scott DeGregorio
(Morgantown: West Virginia University Press, 2006), pp. 65-99 (p. 68).

® Peter Darby, Bede and the End of Time (Farnham: Ashgate, 2012), p. 9, citing Roger D. Ray, ‘Bede, the
Exegete, as Historian’, in Famulus Christi: Essays in Commemoration of the Thirteenth Centenary of the
Birth of the Venerable Bede, ed. by Gerald Bonner (London: SPCK, 1976), pp. 125-40.

" Scott DeGregorio, ‘Introduction: The New Bede’, in Innovation and Tradition in the Writings of the
Venerable Bede, ed. by Scott DeGregorio (Morgantown: West Virginia University Press, 2006), pp. 1-10.
® DeGregorio, ‘Introduction: The New Bede’, p. 5.

% DeGregorio, ‘Introduction: The New Bede’, p. 6.
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more obliquely concerned with questions of time, such as Bede’s commentaries on the books of
Genesis and Apocalypse. Bede’s works are, then, both resources through which can be gleaned
how learned Anglo-Saxons understood and perceived time, and literary works worth studying on
their own merits. Bede has a poetics of time all his own. Taken together, his works provide an
insight into Bede’s conception of the world and his place in it, a conception that is encapsulated
by the verse quoted epigraphically at the beginning of this chapter from the opening of his De
natura rerum (DNR). Everything Bede wrote was to the glory of God and to reinforce the
church, his mind always fixed on Christ, ‘the Light of the everlasting day’. He wrote so as to
understand God and scripture, and to help others to do so. The modelling and framing of time he
embedded in his works exerted a vast influence as many of his works continued to be read and

studied both by his contemporaries and across the Middle Ages.

Bede had little interest in the philosophy of time, and was unwilling to ask or answer
Augustine of Hippo’s famous question on the nature of time. Bede’s approach is generally more
concrete and practical, and tied to human experience. His construction of time incorporates a
science of time, a theology of time, and a politics of time. Bede’s science and theology of time
are based on both conventional understanding and his original thought, but in the politics of time
Bede’s originality was problematic for less intelligent readers when he challenged conventional
wisdom. Bede is often celebrated for popularising anno Domini (AD) dating, but he did so at
least in part because it was politically safer for him than the annus mundi calculations he used
elsewhere. The elements of temporal science, philosophy, and politics are brought together
across two of the best known episodes in Bede’s Historia ecclesiastica: the story of Edwin’s
conversion which compares the human experience of time to that of a sparrow flying through a

hall; and the Synod of Whitby where one of Edwin’s successors in Northumbria presided over a
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debate on the science of dating Easter. In both episodes science, human perception, and politics

meet.

The Historia ecclesiastica and the ‘Present Life of Man on Earth’ (‘uita hominum

praesens in terris’)

The Historia ecclesiastica gentis Anglorum (HE) is one of the last texts Bede wrote in his long
career, and is the culmination of his ideas about time and the text in which his construction of
temporality is particularly overt. The aim of the HE is to legitimate the conversion of the English
people to the Christian religion, and the attendant conversion to anno Domini dating. With this
history Bede paints his nation as a chosen people, whose conversion to Christianity was ordained
by God, and who can now share in Christian history and particularly in the glories of heaven and
the world to come. In the words of Colgrave, Bede ‘had one great aim. It was to tell the story of
the development of God’s plan for the conversion of the English people and the building up of
one united Church in the land.”*° Bede does this by creating a narrative and timeline of
conversion across the island that brings the English church into unity with the catholic church.
The key scene in this construction is the famous image of the flight of the sparrow, a metaphor
for the life of man, described by a councillor of King Edwin in Book I1. This scene and the

overarching narrative of conversion make clear that Anglo-Saxon England is anchored in

10 Bertram Colgrave, ‘Historical Introduction’, in Bertram Colgrave and R. A. B. Mynors, ed., Bede’s
Ecclesiastical History of the English People (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 1969), pp. Xvii—xxxviii (p.

XXX).
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Christian time, thanks to God’s grace and Edwin’s inspired choice to embrace the new religion

which explains both history and eternity.

HE opens with a description of Britain: ‘Brittania Oceani insula, cui quondam Albion
nomen fuit, inter septentrionem et occidentem locata est, Germaniae Galliae Hispaniae, maximis
Europae partibus, multo interuallo aduersa’ etc.™* This geographical description was a first for
ecclesiastical history, according to R. A. Markus.'? However, it is a conventional beginning to
other types of history, and the section is not entirely original, having been described as ‘a mosaic
of quotations’,*® and derived from Mediterranean authorities such as Pliny.* Bede opens his
work in this way for practical reasons. Britain is not a biblical or an ancient land, and its
attributes need describing to foreign and even domestic readers, who may know little of the lands

beyond their locality. Britain also needs to be connected to the better known regions of Europe,

1 Bede s Ecclesiastical History, ed. and trans. by Colgrave and Mynors, Li. ‘Britain, once called Albion,
is an island of the ocean and lies to the north-west, being opposite Germany, Gaul, and Spain, which form
the greater part of Europe, though at a considerable distance from them.’

2 R. A. Markus, ‘Bede and the Tradition of Ecclesiastical Hagiography’, in Bede and His World: The
Jarrow Lectures 1958-1993, ed. by Michael Lapidge (Aldershot: Variorum, 1994), pp. 385-403 (p. 388).
3 Colgrave and Mynors, Bede’s Ecclesiastical History, p. 14, n. 1.

14 Blair, Northumbria in the Days of Bede, p. 17, also Thomas R. Eckenrode, ‘Venerable Bede as a
Scientist’, The American Benedictine Review, 22 (1971), 486-507 (p. 500). Heather Blurton also notes a
connection with Gildas’ De excidio; Heather Blurton, Cannibalism in High Medieval English Literature,
The New Middle Ages (Basingstoke: Palgrave Macmillan, 2007), p. 23. See especially Calvin B. Kendall,
‘Imitation and the Venerable Bede’s Historia Ecclesiastica’, in Saints, Scholars, and Heroes: Studies in
Medieval Culture in Honour of Charles W. Jones, ed. by Margot H. King and Wesley M. Stevens, 2 vols
(Collegeville, MN: Hill Monastic Manuscript Library, Saint John's Abbey and University, 1979), 1, pp.
169-90, and then Diane Speed, ‘Bede’s Creation of a Nation in his Ecclesiastical History’, Parergon, n.
s. 12 (1992), 139-54.
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for if the English people are to join the elect, then their lands and their customs have to be known

and documented. For Bede, Britain was akin to the Promised Land, as Charles Jones writes:

Although Bede named his best-known book Historia Ecclesiastica, he also spoke of it
without the epithet. An instance in the Dedicatory Letter seems to indicate that he thought
of it as a history of his people, not his Church. There was no real difference. He thought
of the English as Children of God. [...] Whereas Gregory of Tours started his history
with Adam, and Paul the Lombard sta