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Are perceptions of the cosmos culturally conditioned?
Word Count: 3678

This essay will query whether cosmologies arise out of cultural behaviour and assumptions, or whether they have some essential reality by examining the riddle collection penned by the Anglo-Saxon abbot of Malmesbury Abbey and later Bishop of Sherborne, St. Aldhelm (c. 639-709). Considered by some contemporary scholars to have been ‘the first English man of letters’, and by his near-contemporary the Venerable Bede as having been ‘[erudite] in both ecclesiastical and general studies’, Aldhelm is perhaps most well-known for his prose work on chastity.[footnoteRef:1] However, his poetic Enigmata (Riddles), dated between 680 and 695,[footnoteRef:2] are believed to have contributed to the proliferation of riddle collections throughout much of Europe in the Middle Ages, incorporated into monastic schoolbooks to teach Latin language composition and etymology.[footnoteRef:3] [1:  Michael W. Herren and Michael Lapidge in Aldhelm, Aldhelm: The Prose Works, ed. by Michael W. Herren and Michael Lapidge (Cambridge: D. S. Brewer, 1979), p. 1; Bede, The Ecclesiastical History Of The English People, trans. and ed. by Judith McClure and Roger Collins (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 1999), p. 288.]  [2:  Michael Lapidge, ‘The Career Of Aldhelm’, Anglo-Saxon England 36 (2007), 15-69 (p. 67) <https://doi. org/10.1017/50263675107000026> [accessed 1 December 2022], offers a date range between the time that he was a student at the school at Canterbury (c. 670-680) and installed as abbot of Malmesbury Abbey (c. 686), while M. L. Cameron, ‘Aldhelm As Naturalist: A Re-Examination Of Some Of His Enigmata’, Pertitia 4 (1985), 117-133 (p. 117) offers 695.]  [3:  Mercedes Salvador-Bello, Isidorean Perceptions Of Order: The Exeter Book Riddles And Medieval Latin Enigmata (Morgantown, West Virginia: West Virginia University Press, 2015), pp. 11-17, 28.] 

The topics of Aldhelm’s riddles vary, including plants, animals, tools, instruments, and the nature and composition of the cosmos. It is this last category of riddles that this essay will examine, intending to examine what these riddles may reveal about the nature of an Anglo-Saxon Christian cosmology and the extent to which that cosmology was a product of cultural influences. This essay will begin by introducing the concepts of ‘cosmology’ and ‘culture’ before contextualizing Aldhelm’s riddles within the broader riddle genre. A close reading of his cosmological riddles will follow, endeavouring to infer how Aldhelm may have envisioned the structure and mechanics of the universe, as well as actively deconstructed aspects of a classical pagan cosmology. Finally, this essay will return to the original question, reflecting on what this example may demonstrate about the origins of cosmologies, cultural behaviour and assumptions, and essential realities.

Cosmology and Culture

Recent studies concerning Anglo-Saxon cosmologies have largely focused on vernacular poetry and prose, situating conceptions of the cosmos within larger examinations of how Anglo-Saxons constructed place and space.[footnoteRef:4] Jennifer Neville has noted the ‘paucity of texts relevant to ideas of cosmology’, arguing that secular-vernacular Anglo-Saxon writers hardly ‘visualized’ the cosmos.[footnoteRef:5] Sarah Jeanne Parker, contesting this view, has attempted to visualize various cosmological references in schematic form, arguing that Anglo-Saxon poetry and prose did, in fact, contain varied conceptions of the universe, with some forms approaching those more typical of later Medieval cosmologies, such as the Aristotelian-spherical model of the heavens.[footnoteRef:6] Nicole Guenther Discenza has noted the variety of cosmologies within Anglo-Saxon Christian writings, demonstrating that the structure and mechanics of the cosmos, the shape of the earth, and the appearances and courses of the sun and moon were all contested topics.[footnoteRef:7] Finally, Eoghan Ahern’s study of Bede’s cosmology offers the most complex portrait of a single Anglo-Saxon Christian view of the universe.[footnoteRef:8] Contrary to the body of literature attempting to read Bede’s work as proto-scientific, Ahern has argued that the cosmology that Bede inherited from his predecessors reflected a combination of scripture and observable phenomena.[footnoteRef:9] Thus, it appears that Anglo-Saxon understandings of the cosmos were fragmented, varied and as much a feature of secular writing as products of monastic scholarship.  [4:  See Fabienne L. Michelet, Creation, Migration, And Conquest: Imaginary Geography And Sense Of Space In Old English Literature (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 2006), and Nicole Guenther Discenza, Inhabited Spaces: Anglo-Saxon Constructions Of Place (Toronto: University of Toronto Press, 2017).]  [5:  Jennifer Neville, Representations Of The Natural World In Old English Poetry (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 2009), pp. 7, 146.]  [6:  Sarah Jeanne Parker, ‘Vernacular Cosmologies: Models Of The Universe In Old English Literature’, Early Science And Medicine 26 (2021), 55-76 (pp. 55-56) <DOI:10.1163/15733823-02610002> [accessed 13 December 2022].]  [7:  Discenza, Inhabited Spaces, pp. 12, 17-20, 31. ]  [8:  Eoghan Ahern, Bede And The Cosmos: Theology And Nature In The Eighth Century (London: Routledge, 2020), pp. 2-3.]  [9:  Ahern, Bede And The Cosmos, pp. 7-11.] 

Many of the aforementioned studies do not define ‘cosmology’ explicitly; those that do often reduce it to an organizing principle for ‘outer space’.[footnoteRef:10] Ahern’s definition may be the most complex, adopting a more ‘anthropological framework’ for evaluating Bede’s ‘beliefs […] related to the origins, laws, mechanics and overall meaning of the universe, as well as the role and meaning of human life within [that] framework’.[footnoteRef:11] While Ahern’s definition offers a more multi-valent entry point for considering cosmologies beyond simply an ordering of the celestial world, more complex definitions may help expand on what cosmologies are within a cultural context. For example, in their edited volume on cosmology and theology, David Tracy and Nicholas Lash defined ‘cosmology’ as referring to theological accounts of creation, philosophies of time and space, the study of the evolution and structure of the universe, and ‘imaginative perceptions of how the world seems and where we stand in it’.[footnoteRef:12] More recently, Nicholas Campion has proposed that cosmology can refer to a ‘meaning-system’ that includes ‘mythic narratives, ways of seeing the sky, and the manner in which human beings locate themselves in space and time’.[footnoteRef:13] These two broadly inclusive definitions offer a basis for considering cosmology’s intersection with culture, given the space that Tracy, Lash and Campion afford to considering philosophies, narratives and ‘imaginative perceptions’ as constituent elements of a cosmological framework.  [10:  Discenza, Inhabited Spaces, p. 12.]  [11:  Ahern, Bede And The Cosmos, pp. 2-3.]  [12:  David Tracy and Nicholas Lash, eds., Cosmology And Theology (Edinburgh: T. & T. Clark, 1983), p. ii.]  [13:  Nicholas Campion, Astrology And Cosmology In The World’s Religions (New York: New York University Press, 2012), pp. 1-2.] 

However, culture can be an equally difficult term to define as English literary critic Raymond Williams has argued.[footnoteRef:14] Ascribing the origins of its pre-modern terminology to more manual and material processes, Terry Eagleton, further building on Williams’ assertion, proposed that ‘culture’ eventually shifted from a ‘thoroughly material process’ to one concerned with ‘affairs of the spirit’.[footnoteRef:15] Transposed to this realm, Eagleton posited that culture has come to serve a pedagogic function, while demonstrating a simultaneous dialectical tension in which culture’s ‘raw material’ is deconstructed and re-constructed into ‘humanly significant shape’.[footnoteRef:16] To this, Edward Said’s view of culture as a ‘theater where various political and ideological causes engage’ may be added, demonstrating the contentious platform that culture can become for advancing, responding to and negating various worldviews, including cosmologies.[footnoteRef:17]  [14:  Raymond Williams, Keywords: A Vocabulary Of Culture And Society (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 1985), p. 87.]  [15:  Ibid., p. 87; Terry Eagleton, The Idea Of Culture (London: Blackwell Publishing, 2000), p. 1.]  [16:  Ibid., p. 2. ]  [17:  Edward W. Said, Culture And Imperialism (New York: Vintage Books, 1993), p. xiii.] 

Thus, a potential point of intersection for both definitions of cosmology and culture become the ways in which people construct and communicate beliefs and philosophies about the sky. It is from this intersection that an examination of Aldhelm’s cosmological riddles will depart. However, this essay will first contextualize Aldhelm’s riddles more generally, offering a brief discussion of the genre and its influence throughout Medieval Europe.

Riddles and Culture

Scholars have written on the function of riddles across cultures, alternatively viewing them as modes of entertainment, opportunities for competitive community engagement, or conduits for transmitting ‘arcane knowledge, wisdom, and power’.[footnoteRef:18] Archer Taylor proposed one of the earliest definitions of a riddle: a verbal puzzle comparing two entirely different objects.[footnoteRef:19] Later definitions evolved to include a single metaphorical or literal object as well, though, as Robert Georges and Alan Dundes argued, all riddles fundamentally require that the thing being described (i.e., ‘the referent’) remain a mystery.[footnoteRef:20]  [18:  F. A. de Caro, ‘Riddles And Proverbs’ in Folklore And Folklore Genres: An Introduction, ed. by Elliott Oring (Logan, Utah: Utah State University Press, 1987), pp. 175-198 (p. 179); Harriet Goldberg, ‘Riddles And Enigmas In Medieval Castilian Literature’, Romance Philology 36.2 (1982), 209-221 (p. 209) <https://www.jstor.org/stable/44943246> [accessed 14 December 2022].]  [19:  Archer Taylor, ‘The Riddle’, California Folklore Quarterly 2.2 (1943), 129-147 (p. 129) <https://doi.org/10.2307/14955557> [accessed 21 December 2022]. ]  [20:  Robert A. Georges and Alan Dundes, ‘Toward A Structural Definition Of The Riddle’, The Journal Of American Folklore 76.300 (1963), 111-118 (p. 113) <https://www.jstor.org/stable/538610> [accessed 13 December 2022].] 

Aldhelm’s riddles concerned a single metaphorical referent, but contradicted the basic requirement of a riddle by furnishing the solutions in their titles. This has led some scholars to question whether the Latin word ‘enigmata’ might be more appropriately translated as ‘mysteries’, thereby reflecting their biblical origins, theological connections and didactic functions within Christian culture.[footnoteRef:21] Borrowing a definition from St. Augustine, Nancy Stork Porter proposed an enigma to be ‘an obscure parable […] understood with difficulty’.[footnoteRef:22] However, St. Augustine also believed that enigmata could be understood with the aid of a Christian teacher, revealing their mysteries not only through scriptural knowledge, but also through knowledge of the natural world.[footnoteRef:23] Thus, the very genre of Christian enigmata appear to reflect Eagleton’s view of culture’s more pedagogic function.  [21:  Andy Orchard, The Poetic Art Of Aldhelm (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 1994), p. 158; Janie Steen, Verse And Virtuosity: The Adaptation Of Latin Rhetoric In Old English Poetry (Toronto: University of Toronto Press, 2008), p. 89 <https://www.jstor.org/stable/10.3138/97814426895 72.10> [accessed 12 December 2022].]  [22:  Nancy Stork Porter, Through A Gloss Darkly: Aldhelm’s Riddles In The British Library MS Royal 12.C.xxiii (Toronto: Pontifical Institute of Mediaeval Studies, 1990), p. 61. ]  [23:  Ibid., p. 61. ] 

While Aldhelm’s riddles contained biblical allusions, many also included references to Graeco-Roman mythology, as well as more banal descriptions of the everyday world. Totalling one hundred riddles and varying in length between four and over eighty lines, the subjects themselves were drawn from both the natural world, whether apple trees, bees or clouds, or from everyday objects that an Anglo-Saxon oblate might have encountered, such as a candle, a wine cask or a bookcase. These subjects may provide further clues as to their form and cultural function. Mercedes Salvador-Bello has argued that although Aldhelm’s riddles departed from structural adherence to the encyclopaedic model first introduced by Isidore of Seville’s Etymologiae (Etymologies), they were nevertheless based on and ‘infused with encyclopaedic lore’.[footnoteRef:24] Andy Orchard expressed a similar view, concluding that the ‘heavily didactic’ nature of Aldhelm’s Enigmata eclipsed any ‘riddling element’.[footnoteRef:25] Nevertheless, both scholars agreed that Aldhelm’s riddles were influential throughout the early Medieval world owing to ‘the didactic and instructional possibilities inherent in these texts’.[footnoteRef:26] Copies of Aldhelm’s riddles were made in various continental European scriptoria, while St. Boniface’s continental mission in 716 was thought to have introduced Aldhelm’s Enigmata to Central Europe, where, today, copies may be found as far as St. Petersburg, Russia.[footnoteRef:27] [24:  Mercedes Salvador-Bello, ‘Patterns Of Compilation In Anglo-Latin Enigmata And The Evidence Of A Source-Collection In Riddles 1-40 Of The Exeter Book’, Viator 1 (2012), 339-374 (p. 341) <DOI: 10.1484/J.VIATOR.1.102554> [accessed 19 December 2022].]  [25:  Orchard, The Poetic Art Of Aldhelm, p. 158.]  [26:  Salvador-Bello, Isidorean Perceptions Of Order, p. 11; Orchard, The Poetic Art Of Aldhelm, p. 158.]  [27:  Salvador-Bello, Isidorean Perceptions Of Order, pp. 6-9, 16-17, 54; Porter, Through A Gloss Darkly, pp. 12-19.] 

Among Aldhelm’s riddles, those that most concern this essay reflected cosmological topics, such as the movement of the heavens, the course of the sun and moon, meteorological occurrences, and certain constellations. Salvador-Bello found cosmological riddles to be one of three categories characteristic of most Medieval riddle collections, alongside biological and instrumental riddles dealing with plants, animals, tools and implements.[footnoteRef:28] Thus, this essay considers twelve riddles to be broadly cosmological,[footnoteRef:29] reflecting ideas about the composition, structure, and mechanics of the heavens. Additionally, this essay will consider passing references to constellations found in certain biological riddles as they appear to evince further linkages to cosmological thought. Finally, this essay will also consider the preface to Aldhelm’s riddle collection, as well as his last riddle, Creatura (Creation), both of which contained cosmogenic references to the origin and creation of the universe. This essay will now turn to a discussion of Aldhelm’s views concerning the order and composition of the cosmos. [28:  Salvador-Bello, Isidorean Perceptions Of Order, pp. 6-9.]  [29:  The twelve riddles are: I. Terra (Earth), II. Ventus (Wind), III. Nubes (Cloud), IV. Natura (Natural Order), V. Iris (Rainbow), VI. Luna (Moon), VIII. Pliades (Pleiades), XLVIII. Vertico Poli (Movement of the Heavens), LIII. Arcturus (Great Bear), LVIII. Vesper Sidus (Evening Star), LXXIX. Sol et Luna (Sun and Moon), and LXXXI. Lucifer (Morning Star) in Aldhelm, Aldhelmi Opera, ed. by Rudolf Ehwald, Monumenta Germaniae Historica 15 (Berlin: Weidmann, 1919).] 


Aldhelm’s Cosmos in Poetic Verse

Before exploring the cosmological ideas contained in Aldhelm’s riddles, it is helpful to restate the original definitions of ‘cosmology’ proposed; these included cosmology as a theory of creation, philosophies of time and space, ways of seeing the sky, and how human beings locate themselves within, and in relation to, the world. It is also germane to note scholarly views concerning the heterogeneity of cosmologies as cultural constructs. Norriss S. Hetherington, for example, has suggested that cosmology is ‘a human intellectual creation’ thus explaining why ‘different cultures have produced different sciences, including different cosmologies’.[footnoteRef:30]  [30:  Norriss S. Hetherington, ed., Cosmology: Historical, Literary, Philosophical, Religious, And Scientific Perspectives (New York: Garland Publishing, 1993), p. 6.] 

For Aldhelm, the prevailing cosmological model was inherited from extant classical Graeco-Roman material, and though few sources reportedly survived into the seventh century, certain basic conceptions of the cosmos were transmitted by patristic writers; these included the revolving, multi-spherical composition of the universe, the four elemental building blocks, and what Ahern has described as the ‘dualist’ view that both human beings and the cosmos were composed of ‘bodily and spiritual matter’.[footnoteRef:31] As Faith Wallis has argued, absent an ‘authoritative’ biblical cosmology, Church Fathers could adopt classical pagan views with relatively few modifications so long as creation took place ex nihilo.[footnoteRef:32]  [31:  Ahern, Bede And The Cosmos, p. 14. ]  [32:  Faith Wallis, ‘Bede And Science’ in The Cambridge Companion To Bede, ed. by Scott DeGregorio (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 2010), pp. 113-126 (pp. 116-117) <http://dx.doi.org/10.1017/ CCOL97 80521514958> [accessed 30 November 2022].] 

Despite the ordinary objects contained in Aldhelm’s riddles, a theory of creation framed the collection. God was at the centre of the cosmological model, ‘eternally in heaven’ and ‘governing it by eternal laws’.[footnoteRef:33] Riddle 48, Vertico Poli (Movement of the Heavens) and Riddle 100, Creatura (Creation), articulated the split between these realms: Creation ‘[encompassed] all things under the boundary of heaven’, [footnoteRef:34] while the heavens ‘[encircled] the whole spherical world by spacious rings’.[footnoteRef:35] These riddles also appear to introduce the concepts of natural forces controlling movement. Riddle 4, Natura (Natural Order), not only reiterated the separation between the celestial and terrestrial realms, but also suggested that celestial objects were subject to predictable movements. Natural Order, speaking in the first person, stated that, ‘by my authority the sky is turned: the sun in the vault of heaven and the radiance of the moon and its course’.[footnoteRef:36] This latter reference recurred in the riddle on the moon, where the luminary’s monthly cycle, as well as its correspondence to sea levels and tides was more fully explicated.[footnoteRef:37] [33:   Aldhelm, Aldhelmi Opera, Praefatio, p. 97: ‘Arbiter, aethereo iugiter […] moderans aeternis legibus illud’ (author’s translation). ]  [34:  Ibid., C. Creatura, p. 145-6. ‘Sic ego complector sub caeli cardine cuncta […] (author’s translation).]  [35:  Ibid., XLVIII. Vertico Poli, p. 118. ‘Lustro teres tota spatiosis saecula ciclis [sic]’ (author’s translation).]  [36:  Ibid., IV. Natura, p. 100. ‘[…] dicione mea convexa rotari / Alta poli solisque iubar lunaeque meatus?’ (author’s translation).]  [37:  Ibid., VI. Luna, p. 101.] 

What appears most striking about these riddles is the seeming autonomy by which the heavens were thought to move, independent of God. Ahern has suggested that one of the most significant departures from classical cosmological models during this period was the ‘demotion of “nature” from an independent, often semi-divine entity to an extension of God’s power’[footnoteRef:38]—an interpretation that these riddles partially reflect. This said, the autonomy that the heavens appear to have may also align with Stephen McCluskey’s view that patristic writers did, in fact, advance the ‘idea of a stable natural order’ predicated on ‘regular movements’ rather than solely on God’s ‘ability to intervene at will to suspend [them]’.[footnoteRef:39] [38:  Ahern, Bede And The Cosmos, p. 17.]  [39:  Stephen McCluskey, Astronomies And Cultures In Early Medieval Europe (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 2000), pp. 29-30.] 

From Aldhelm’s cosmological riddles, readers may arrive at certain understandings of the cosmos. Although a complete model of the heavens was never fully articulated, a reader could nonetheless learn that the sphere of the heavens contained waters, [footnoteRef:40] that there were seven main ‘stars’ constantly in motion,[footnoteRef:41] that the earth was spherical,[footnoteRef:42] and that Venus had both morning and evening star incarnations. [footnoteRef:43] Aldhelm’s two main constellation riddles—Riddle 8, Pliades (Pleiades) and Riddle 53, Arcturus (Great Bear)—furnished information about star formations. Aldhelm wrote that the ‘band of seven [stars]’ known as the Pleiades ‘walk through heaven, and likewise under the infernal regions of the earth’,[footnoteRef:44] while the Great Bear never ‘[slopes] downwards like the other lights of heaven hurrying to the sea’.[footnoteRef:45]  [40:  Aldhelm, Aldhelmi Opera, XLVIII. Vertico Poli, p. 101.]  [41:  Ibid., XLVIII. Vertico Poli, p.101; LXXXI. Lucifer, p. 135. ]  [42:  Ibid., LXXXI. Lucifer, pp. 134-135.]  [43:  Ibid., LXXXI. Lucifer, pp. 134-135; LVIII. Vesper Sidus, p. 123.]  [44:  Ibid., VIII. Pliades, pp. 101-102. ‘Nam septena cohors est, […] Arce poli gradimur nec non sub Tartara terrae’ (author’s translation).]  [45:  Ibid., LIII. Arcturus, pp. 120-121. ‘ […] non vergo deorsum, / Certera ceu properant caelorum lumina ponto’ (author’s translation).] 

These two riddles contained further information about the visibility of the stars themselves: of the seven stars in the Pleiades, ‘one is hardly seen’, and the constellation itself was reported to be subject to seasonal risings and settings.[footnoteRef:46] Similarly, the Great Bear was thought to move ‘in a continually revolving circle’ among a ‘troop of stars […] in number equalling the Pleiades’.[footnoteRef:47] These references were not only consistent with Isidore’s entries on the constellations in Etymologiae,[footnoteRef:48] but also appear to suggest certain essential realities concerning their movements; this further underscores McCluskey’s view that patristic authors may have indeed embraced a ‘stable natural order’ predicated on regular astronomical movements. [46:  Ibid., VIII. Pliades, p. 101. ‘[…] sed vix cernitur una’ (author’s translation).]  [47:  Ibid., LIII. Arcturus, p. 121. ‘In giro volvens iugiter […] Vergilias numeris aequans’ (author’s translation).]  [48:  Isidore of Seville, The Etymologies Of Isidore of Seville, trans. by Stephen A. Barney and others (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 2006), III.lxxi.6-13, pp. 104-105.] 

Scholars have also debated the extent to which Aldhelm’s riddles may contain his own observations about the natural world.[footnoteRef:49] While Aldhelm’s surviving letters reference his study of astronomy and computus, more recent scholarship has suggested that Aldhelm lacked ‘a profound knowledge of Hellenistic astronomy’, instead confining himself to ‘descriptive accounts of stellar phenomena’.[footnoteRef:50] On balance, a combination of these views may be more likely; while certain aspects of Aldhelm’s cosmological references are thought to have been borrowed from patristic writers, the path of the sun, moon and Venus, as well as the visibility of the constellations could have contained more direct observations, owing to the ‘observational practices’ that were thought to have been characteristic of monastic timekeeping during this period.[footnoteRef:51]  [49:  Cameron, ‘Aldhelm As Naturalist’, p. 17; Peter Dale Scott, ‘Rhetorical And Symbolic Ambiguity: The Riddles Of Symphosius And Aldhelm’, in Saints, Scholars And Heroes: Studies In Medieval Culture In Honour Of Charles W. Jones, ed. by Margot H. King and Wesley M. Stevens (Collegeville, Minnesota: Hill Monastic Manuscript Library, Saint John’s Abbey and University, 1979), I, pp. 117-144 (pp. 124-125).]  [50:  ‘Letter 1: To Leuthere [?]’ in Aldhelm, Aldhelm: The Prose Works, p. 153; Wesley M. Stevens, ‘Sidereal Time In Anglo Saxon England’, in Voyage To The Other World: The Legacy Of Sutton Hoo (Minneapolis, Minnesota: University of Minnesota Press, 1992), pp. 125-152 (p. 130) <https://www.jstor.com/stable/10.5749/j.ctttv0mr12> [accessed 25 November 2022].]  [51:  Stephen McCluskey, ‘Gregory Of Tours, Monastic Timekeeping, And Early Christian Attitudes To Astronomy’, Isis 81.1 (1990), 8-22 (pp. 8, 19) <https://www.jstor.org/stable/234080> [accessed 13 December 2022].] 

In this way, Aldhelm’s cosmological riddles may reflect both cultural influences and certain essential realities concerning the sky. The independence afforded the movement of the heavens, and the course of the sun, moon, and stars could suggest a recognition of the natural order and predetermined courses that these celestial bodies reflected, though they were ultimately believed to be extensions of God’s creation. Thus, Aldhelm’s cosmology appeared to reflect not only a theory of creation, but also components of a universal structure and order, an understanding of time and space, and a view that all things in the terrestrial realm were subject to God’s eternal laws. 
However, as much as Aldhelm’s riddles may have constructed cosmological ideas from the ‘raw material’ of classical pagan and encyclopaedic sources, the dialectical tension resultant from a simultaneous process of deconstruction cannot be overlooked. This essay will now turn to exploring the tension between a Christian worldview and the Graeco-Roman mythological cosmology that Aldhelm appeared to be supplanting.  

Deconstructing the Classical Pagan Cosmos

Surveys of Aldhelm’s career and the school of Canterbury which he was thought to have attended under the tutelage of one of its Graeco-Roman teachers Hadrian, provide insight into the potential breadth of Aldhelm’s education. Scholars have proposed that he studied poetic metre, astronomy and computus, while exposure to classical sources likely included the poetry of Vergil and Ovid.[footnoteRef:52] In composing his Enigmata, in addition to the Etymologiae, Aldhelm was thought to have drawn Orosius’ Historia adversus paganos (History Against the Pagans) and Ovid’s Metamorphoses for his mythological references.[footnoteRef:53] [52:  Michael Lapidge, ‘The School Of Theodore And Hadrian’, Anglo-Saxon England 15 (1986), 45-72 (pp. 53-55) <https://doi.org/10.1017/S0263675100003689> [accessed 30 November 2022]; Michael Lapidge, ‘The Career Of Aldhelm’, pp. 22, 29; Andy Orchard, The Poetic Art Of Aldhelm, p. 161; Michael W. Herren, ‘The Transmission And Reception Of Graeco-Roman Mythology In Anglo-Saxon England, 670-800’, Anglo-Saxon England 27 (1998), 87-103 (pp. 87-89) <https://www.jstor.org/stable/44510369> [accessed 30 November 2022]; David W. Porter, ‘Isidore’s Etymologiae At The School Of Canterbury’, Anglo-Saxon England 43 (2014), 7-44 (p.13) <https://doi.org/10/1017/50263675114000015> [accessed 1 December 2022]; Faith Wallis, ‘Isidore Of Seville And Science’, in A Companion To Isidore Of Seville, ed. by Andrew Fear and Jamie Wood (Leiden: Brill, 2020), pp. 182-221 (p. 205).]  [53:  Howe, ‘Aldhelm’s “Enigmata” And Isidorian Etymology’, pp. 38, 50; Herren, ‘The Transmission And Reception Of Graeco-Roman Mythology’, pp. 87, 92.] 

Emily Thornbury’s study of the Muses in Aldhelm’s Enigmata provides insight into the Christian paradigm that the riddles may have sought to establish, deconstructing those aspects of a classical pagan cosmos that appeared incompatible with a Christian worldview. In Aldhelm’s preface, the Muses are the first encounter that a reader has with the pantheon of Graeco-Roman figures; Aldhelm rejected them as the source of his inspiration, instead favouring God through whom he hoped to ‘reveal the secret mysteries of things in [poetic] verses’.[footnoteRef:54] As Thornbury wrote, the Muses were well known across the ancient world for their connection to education; this association continued throughout the early Middle Ages, with many ‘traditionally educated Christians’ hesitating to ‘abandon [this] literary heritage’ in which the praise and invocation of the Muses was often thought to have been a ‘hallmark of refined and elevated verse’.[footnoteRef:55] Aldhelm’s rejection of the Muses may be more significant in setting the tone for his treatment of pagan mythology. The cosmological riddles carried this rejection forward, with epithets deriding the ancients as ‘foolish’ for believing that the Pleiades had been born of Atlas,[footnoteRef:56] or urging readers not to believe that the rainbow, the sun and the moon had descended from Thaumas, Jupiter or Latona respectively.[footnoteRef:57]  [54:  Aldhelm, Aldhelmi Opera, Praefatio, p. 97. ‘[…] pandere rerum / Versibus enigmata’ (author’s translation).]  [55:  Emily V. Thornbury, ‘Aldhelm’s Rejection Of The Muses And The Mechanics Of Poetic Inspiration In Early Anglo-Saxon England’, Anglo-Saxon England 36 (2007), 71-92 (pp. 72, 74) <https://www.jstor.org/ stable/ 44510961> [accessed 12 December 2022].]  [56:  Aldhelm, Aldhelmi Opera, VIII. Pliades, p. 101. ‘Nos Athlante satas stolidi dixere priores’ (author’s translation).]  [57:  Ibid., V. Iris, p. 100; LXXIX. Sol et Luna, pp. 133-134.] 

However, not all riddles presented a clear assault on the classical pagan cosmos. For example, references to old constellation names, such as ‘Nepa’ for Cancer,[footnoteRef:58] or ‘Esseda’ as a synonym for the more colloquially named ‘Wagon’ star,[footnoteRef:59] may suggest certain instances where pagan mythology could coexist alongside a Christian cosmological worldview. Where mythological explanations appeared the least compatible with Christianity occurred within riddles referring to the origins of celestial phenomena, including meteorological events and occurrences. In Riddle 5, Iris (Rainbow), Aldhelm opted to title the riddle with the mythological name for the rainbow, yet, in the lines that followed, eschewed any mythological parentage, suggesting instead that rainbows were ‘born of a cloud of water’.[footnoteRef:60] An example of the primacy of God may be found in Aldhelm’s rejection of Jupiter as the father of ‘Cynthia’ and ‘Apollo’; renamed the sun and moon, he emphasized that they were in fact born of the ‘highest king of heaven’.[footnoteRef:61] [58:  Ibid., XXXVII. Cancer, p. 113. ‘Nepa mihi nomen veteres dixere Latini’ (author’s translation).]  [59:  Ibid., LIII. Arcturus, p. 120. ‘Esseda famoso gesto cognomina vulgo’ (author’s translation). ]  [60:  Ibid., V. Iris, p. 100. ‘[…] genitus sum partu nubis aquosae’ (author’s translation).]  [61:  Ibid., LXXIX. Sol et Luna, p. 133. ‘Sed potius summi genuit regnator Olimpi’ (author’s translation).] 

Some scholars have attributed Aldhelm’s pagan references to poetic flourish, while others have pointed to a tradition found in the writings of his patristic predecessors, who blended pagan words ‘to express Christian teachings’.[footnoteRef:62] Michael Herren has highlighted some common syncretic allusions, including Olympus for heaven, Tartarus for hell, and Tonans (‘thunderer’) for God himself;[footnoteRef:63] these all appeared in Aldhelm’s riddles, where the Pleiades wandered through ‘Tartarus’,[footnoteRef:64] the constellation of Cancer ‘decorated’ ‘heavenly Olympus’,[footnoteRef:65] and Lucifer ‘obeyed the law of the Thunderer [Tonantis]’.[footnoteRef:66] A compelling example suggesting that these allusions may have been more than ornamental may be found among the cosmological riddles that begin Aldhelm’s collection. A seemingly incompatible riddle concerning Fate appeared between those on the moon and the Pleiades, suggesting that Fate might have had a place in classical pagan cosmology, as Aldhelm noted that the ancients had ‘been accustomed to falsely calling [it] Mistress—the one ruling the sceptres of the world’.[footnoteRef:67] While more benign allusions to pagan sources may indeed have been ornamental, these more striking dismissals of pagan cosmological components may challenge the overall reduction of these references to mere flourishes. [62:  Michael W. Herren, ‘Aldhelm The Theologian’, in Latin Learning And English Lore (Volumes I & II): Studies In Anglo-Saxon Literature For Michael Lapidge, ed. by Katherine O’Brien O’Keeffe and Andy Orchard (Toronto: University of Toronto Press, 2005), pp. 68-89 (p. 74) <https://www.jstor.org/stable/ 10.3138/9781442676589> [accessed 7 December 2022]; Steen, Verse And Virtuosity, p. 103.; Herren, ‘Graeco-Roman Mythology In Anglo-Saxon England’, p. 89. ]  [63:  Ibid., p. 89.]  [64:  Aldhelm, Aldhelmi Opera, VIII. Pliades, pp. 101-102. ‘Arce poli gradimur nec non sub Tartara terrae’ (author’s translation).]  [65:  Ibid., XXXVII. Cancer, p. 113. ‘Et tamen aethereus per me decorator Olimpus’ (author’s translation).]  [66:  Ibid., LXXXI. Lucifer, p. 135. ‘O felix olim servata lege Tonantis!’ (author’s translation).]  [67:  Ibid., VII. Fatum, p. 101. ‘Me veteres falso dominam vocitare solebant, / Sceptra regens mundi’ (author’s translation).] 

The tension between aspects of a pagan cosmos and its confrontation with a dominant Christian worldview harks back to Said’s observation regarding culture as theatre for ideological engagement. It can be argued that pagan conceptions of the cosmos were, to some extent, considered benign when referring to star names, but when describing the origins of natural phenomena they otherwise contradicted a preferred Christian cosmological view that placed God at the centre of creation. Thus, the dialectical process that Eagleton highlighted may be detected through the extent to which pagan-mythological views of the universe were deconstructed—either through epithets, outright rejection of mythological origin stories, or through the perceived realities of natural phenomena. Simultaneously, a more Christian view of the cosmos and its creation was constructed, further amplifying the pedagogic function of these riddles.

Conclusion: Aldhelm’s Cosmology as Cultural Legacy

Scholars have posited that extant riddle collections copying Aldhelm’s Enigmata are testament to their influence, with Porter, specifically, counting thirty-two surviving manuscripts and fragments.[footnoteRef:68] Among these, surviving riddle collections suggest that Aldhelm’s Enigmata continued to be copied at least up to the eleventh century, most notably in Carolingian scriptoria where the Enigmata were thought to have figured into the ‘educational program’ of the Carolingian Renaissance.[footnoteRef:69] Additionally, the Old English Exeter Book is widely regarded as one of the few surviving tenth-century examples containing riddles based on Aldhelm’s Enigmata in vernacular Anglo-Saxon, while Porter has reproduced the complete glosses to Aldhelm’s Enigmata only believed to survive in an early eleventh-century Canterbury manuscript contained in the British Library.[footnoteRef:70] Porter’s contribution is particularly relevant within a cosmological and cultural context, demonstrating where monastic copyists noted correspondences between Aldhelm’s Enigmata, Isidore’s Etymologiae and his De Natura Rerum (On the Nature of Things), Vergil’s poetry, and biblical verses. The enduring influence of Aldhelm’s riddles may also point to a more general acceptance of certain cosmological views that the Enigmata contained. Salvador-Bello, for example, has suggested that Aldhelm ‘[paved] the way for future Anglo-Saxon authors’, such as Tatwine, Eusebius, Boniface, Alcuin and Pseudo-Bede,[footnoteRef:71] echoing Eagleton’s contention concerning culture as pedagogy.  [68:  Porter, Through A Gloss Darkly, p. 1.]  [69:  Steen, Verse And Virtuosity, p. 89; Salvador-Bello, Isidorean Perceptions Of Order, pp. 14-42.]  [70:  Gwendolyn A. Morgan, ‘Dualism And Mirror Imagery In Anglo-Saxon Riddles’, Journal of the Fantastic in the Arts 5.1 (1992), 74-85 (pp. 74-75) <https://www.jstor.org/stable/43308139> [accessed 16 December 2022]; Porter, Through A Gloss Darkly, p. 2.]  [71:  Salvador-Bello, Isidorean Perceptions Of Order, pp. 1, 166.] 

This essay has endeavoured to query whether cosmologies arise out of cultural behaviour and assumptions, or whether they have some essential reality. Taking the definitions proposed by Tracy, Lash and Campion, this essay has argued that Aldhelm’s cosmological riddles conveyed several features of a cosmology, including a theological account of creation, a philosophy of time and space, a way of seeing the sky, and a theory of the universe that included its composition and mechanics. However, this essay has also proposed that the essential realities of the sky—as Aldhelm articulated through his conception of the movements of the planets and constellations—may suggest that cosmologies are cultural constructs built on real astronomical foundations. 
As this essay investigated the extent to which Aldhelm’s cosmology arose from cultural beliefs and assumptions, the views of Eagleton and Said were considered, arguing that Aldhelm’s cosmology represented an ethical pedagogy, a dialectical process between deconstruction and reconstruction of cultural material, and a theatre for ideological engagement. These views appeared to express themselves through Aldhelm’s attempts to dismantle aspects of a classical pagan cosmology, privileging a reconstructed Christian understanding of the universe instead. Given Aldhelm’s legacy, his cosmology may be an instructive example for demonstrating the essential astronomical realities on which ideological and philosophical views of the cosmos are grafted.
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