UNIT 2

Anglo-Saxon History and Society: The coming of Christianity, Literacy; and the
Bonds of Society

Literacy and Learning

Most of the literature written in Old English - Anglo-Saxon literature — survives in
the dialect of the region or kingdom of Wessex, what is called the West-Saxon
dialect. Many of the surviving texts were undoubtedly composed in other parts of
Anglo-Saxon England; scholars can say this because of internal evidence and
evidence from language. King Alfred was king of Wessex between 871 and 899,
during the period of Scandinavian invasion and settlementin the region of the north
east of Anglo-Saxon England known as the Danelaw. Wessex was the most
powerful and cohesive Anglo-Saxon political unit. King Alfred was a great patron
of literature and of historical writing. He encouraged the work that made up the
Anglo-Saxon Chronicle and translations of importanf Latin works into Old English.
The political stability of Wessex allowed for the production and preservétion of
literature, whereas the political state of the rest of Anglo-Saxon England was
probably detrimental to the preservation and survival of texts. So itis to Wessex
that we owe the survival of the bulk of writing in Old English. King Alfred took
part in the production and dissemination of writing in Old English, and there
survives in Old English some original works and translations that are attributed to
him. [ think we can assume that Alfred was literate, but whether he was able to
handle the work of translation without some help is open to question. His preface
to one of the translations attributed to him, gives us some insight into the general
state of literacy and learning in 9th-century Wessex. He refers to what he
perceives as the devastation brough't about by the Scandinavian invasion and
settlement, and links this to the decline, even the disappearance of literacy and
learning: -

Document 4: King Alfred’s Preface to his translation of the "Pastoral Care”

This passage is useful as an indication of the status of Old English: Latin is the

high status language of learning, but English is a worthy substitute. We can see




in some of the prose writings from the period that the English language is being
stretched to accommodate new concepts of philosophy and science as well as
theology, and in this way the language grows and expands its range of discourse.
English is being made to do the job of Latin, and by the end of the Anglo-Saxon
period it is a serious rival to Latin as a literary language. This passage also
indicates the initiative of the royal house in promoting the use of English. The king
is assisted by churchmen (the various priests named), but King Alfred is the one
who promotes literacy beyond the narrow confines of the literate church hierarchy.
We have a glimpse in this document of an important initiative by the king to
promote literacy and learning in English.

As we can see, however, the church made the major contribution to the
production and survival of texts. This issue should be seen in a wider context, that
is, the question of literacy. It was at one time fashionable to say that most, if not
all, Anglo-Saxon poetry was the result of oral composition, that is, it had originated
and had been transmitted through an oral tradition. In this theory, the manuscripts
of Anglo-Saxon poetry that have come down to us are seen as merely records of
this type of composition; that is, they do not represent any significant literate
compositions in themselves. While | do not want to deny that some poems
probably had their roots in an oral tradition — most narrative poetry does, if you
trace it back far enough — we must not rule out the importance of the tradition of
literacy in preserving these texts by committing them to writing. And | would want
to argue that the literature we have — for example Beowul/f — reflects a literary
shaping of raw materials that descended in an oral tradition. In other words, | do
not think that the texts we have in manuscript form are innocent of the colouration
and shaping of the culture in which they were copied, namely a thoroughly
Christian one. The manuscripts are probably not passive witnesses to an oral
- tradition.

Briefly then, how and when did the conversion of Anglo-Saxon England take
place? Our lack of first-hand witnesses for the first century and a half of Anglo-
Saxon history can be explained in part by the fact that Anglo-Saxon England was
for this period pagan and, for all intents and purposes, was not literate. But, the

regions in which the British, that is, the Celtic peoples, were politically dominant




were Christian. It was not until the initiative taken by Pope Gregory the Great in
597 that any attempt was made to convert the pagan Anglo-Saxons, even though
Christianity survived in Celtic Britain. In 597, an emissary from the Pope, namely
Augustine, arrived in Kent and within a few years had coverted King Athelbert and
his followers. Incidentally the king’s wife was already Christian; she was a
Frankish princess and had been allowed by Athelbert to worship in the church of
St Martin outside the city walls of Canterbury. The church is named by Bede and
is the oldest place of Anglo-Saxon Christian worship:

Document 3: Bede, Ecclesiastical History, book 1, chapter 25.

A thelbert held the position of Bretwalda — the position of overlord —, and following
his own conversion, the kings of Essex and East Anglia also received baptism. The
mission was spread even further when ZAthelbert’s daughter married King Edwin
of Northumbria and was accompanied on her journey north by the priest Paulinus
and other missionaries from Rome. After a fairly lengthy period, Edwin himself
submitted to baptism, his example being followed by his ‘comitatus’ or “witan’:

Document 3: Bede, Ecclesiastical History, book 2, chapter 13

This triumph of Christianity in Northumbria was shortlived as in 633 Edwin was
killed in battle and the kingdom of Northumbria reverted to paganism. On becoming
king, Oswald (635) sought a new mission, not from Canterbury, but from the Celtic
island of lona, which was led by bishop Aidan. Aidan and his followers established
their base at Lindisfarne or Holy Island off the east coast of Northumbria, and set
about the re-conversion of this Anglo-Saxon kingdom.

Within 70 years of the Augustinian mission, the whole of Anglo-Saxon
England had been converted, even though in many areas the conversion was only
- skin deep and paganism lingered until a fairly late date. That this was the case is
indicated by surviving texts such a law-codes which, under Christian influence,
strove to stamp out heathen practice. Bede provides us with some clues about the
survival of paganism:

Document 3: Bede, Ecclesiastical History, book 2, chapter 15




The significance for the question of literacy of the conversion of Anglo-
Saxon England to Christianity is that Roman Christianity was a bookish and literate
religion. Christianity is based on a book, the Bible; the Bible is one of the central
symbols of Christianity. And because the Bible was believed to be the revelation
of God, and, because of the Bible, Christians were able to read the word or the
message of God, the ability to read was considered something sacred, almost
mystical. Through reading one had access to truth. What this means, then, is that
literacy, the ability to read and write, had a special place in Christianity, and was
promoted. In the Preface to the Pastoral Care referred to earlier, King Alfred draws
an implicit link between the disasters which have happened to the Anglo-Saxon
peoples and the decline in learning. This is not a sentimental respect for learning,
but, | think, a deeply held belief that literacy is central to a Christian society. The
disasters which have taken place are the results of a decline in the Christian faith,
as evidenced by the decline in literacy. We should never minimize the close
connections between literacy and Christianity.

We may say that the main vehicle for the conversion by both the Roman and
the Celtic missions was the monk, and the foundation of monasteries was an
important feature of 7th- and 8th-century England. One might mention St
Augustine’s monastery at Canterbury, the twin foundations of Monkwearmouth
and Jarrow, founded by the king of Northumbria and the home of Bede, and the
famous double house of Whitby, which hosted the synod of 633. This was an
important episode for the cultural history of Northumbria. Northumbria had been
served by two missions, the Roman and the Celtic missions, and divergences
between practices in the two traditions had led to confusion, for example, over the
dating of Easter. The synod of 633 decided to adopt Roman practice as the
standard one for the whole of the Anglo-Saxon church. While the spirit of the
* Celtic church continued to contribute to Anglo-Saxon culture, the dominant
influence came to be Roman, and this had significant influence, particularly in the
area of visual arts.

The monasteries were important centres of learning and international culture.
Canterbury had, in the 7th century, a Greek archbishop and an African abbot, both

scholars of repute who established and fostered the monastic school. Bede himself
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was an outstanding scholar in fields other than history. He had taught himself
Greek — a most rare accomplishment in this period - and at the time of his death
was engaged in a translation of the New Testament from Greek. Many abbots,
such as Benedict Biscop, abbot of Jarrow, travelled widely on the continent and
collected manuscripts to enrich their libraries. There was an important trade in
manuscripts which would be lent out to a monastery for copying or copied in one
monastic house and given as gifts to another.

There can be little doubt that the monasteries of Anglo-Saxon England
provided the most effective medium, probably the only consistent medium, by
which texts could be systematically copied. It was not only religious writings in
Latin that were copied, but the indications are that the monasteries were centres
for the transmission of Anglo-Saxon literature as well. in the 8th century,
churchmen are found censuring the monks and priests whom they considered too
interested in secular literature. One council [of Clofeshoh] in 747 condemned
priests who preached like secular bards and monasteries which had become the
haunt of minstrels. At the end of the 8th century the monk Alcuin wrote to the
bishop of Lindisfarne condemning monks who invited harpists to entertain them at
table; he wrote:

When priests dine together, let the words of God be read. Itis fitting

on such occasions to listen to a reader, not to a harpist, to the

discourses of the fathers, not to the poems of the heathen. What has

Ingeld to do with Christ?

This passage makes clear that there was a close contact on the part of some
monks and priests with pagan, secular and vernacular literature.

If Alcuin condemned the interest of monks in pagan literature, he did not rule
out the use of Anglo-Saxon poetry for a religious purpose. Indeed, as was
! _suggested earlier, much of the obviously religious Anglo-Saxon poetry is probably
the product of two traditions, one pagan, the other learned and Christian. It may
also be the case that some Anglo-Saxon religious poetry and indeed a text like
Beowulf, were written in direct competition with pagan writings. The particularly
Christian colouring of Beowul/f may indicate that the original secular poem (which

has been lost to us) was appropriated by monks and made to conform to a
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Christian outlook.

The story of Caedmon (which is a Celtic name) as told by Bede in the
Ecclesiastical History illustrates in a number of ways the ‘conversion’ of a secular
art and the vernacular language of Old English to a religious purpose.

Document 5: Bede, Ecclesiastical History, book 4, chapter 24

This document gives the narrative in a Modern English translation as well as a
translation of the hymn itself. The document also includes the original Old English
hymn, which is the earliest surviving example of English poetry. This is an account
of a visionary experience and a miracle. At its core is the idea that the English
language, which at this stage is the language that had developed within a pagan
heroic society, can be used to express religious and spiritual themes. The latter
part of the narrative shows that Caedmon is taught passages of scripture and is
able to turn these into Anglo-Saxon verse narratives. In this way, the Church can
be seen effectively to be converting the pagan Anglo-Saxon language into a

Christian language.

Anglo-Saxon Society

| want to turn now to the last theme, Anglo-Saxon society. This is a large subject,
but there are two features of Anglo-Saxon society which | want to discuss because
they have particular importance for the literature; these come under the general
theme of the ‘bonds of society’, and concern (i) the theme of loyalty to one’s lord,
and (ii) kinship, and the obligations of kinship. The picture we have of heroic
society is one in which the bonds of loyalty were essential to social cohesion. In
the 1st century AD the Roman historian Tacitus wrote of the customs of the
Germanic peoples, and one feature which impressed him, above all others, was the
- bond of loyalty which bound a man to his chieftain. Tacitus noted that the loyalty
was personal; a successful chieftain attracted followers. These followers would
be prepared to die for their lord; indeed, according to Tacitus, it was considered
ignominious for a man to survive his lord on the field of battle. In return for this
loyalty, a lord provided for his followers horses, weapons, treasure (after a

successful expedition), and food and drink in his hall:




Document 6: Tacitus, Germania, chapter 14

The picture of Anglo-Saxon society which comes to us from vernacular poetry,
such as The Battle of Maldon and other sources, is not substantially different, even
centuries later. Tacitus, we think, was aiming to idealize the values of Germanic
heroic society in contrast with the decadence of Rome, and a similar motive may
guide Anglo-Saxon poetry. The heroic ethics of loyalty may be better understood
as ideals, but nevertheless ideals that are deeply rooted in the society. During the
course of your reading of poems such as the Wanderer and the Battle of Maldon
(which was written in the last decade of the 10th century), you might keep this
central theme of loyalty in mind. It was an important subject for literature, and this
tells us something about the social values or ideals of the society. A text such as
the Wanderer derives much of its strength and interest from the exploration of the
theme of loyalty, and reading it, we have perhaps a clearer indication than a
historical source can give of the deeply rooted nature of loyalty as a bond of
society.

To illustrate this theme further we can turn again to Bede’s Ecclesiastical
History. Writing about the conversion of Edwin, Bede tells of an assassination
attempt on the king:

Document 7: Bede, Ecclesiastical History, book 2, chapter 9

The second feature of the bonds of society that | want to refer to is kinship.
As was the case with the feature of loyalty, so the theme of kinship is an important
one in Anglo-Saxon poetry. The obligations imposed by kinship bonds can be
illustrated through the laws and customs governing vengeance. It was the
expressed duty of the kin to exact vengeance for the murder of one of their family,
. either by waging a vendetta (or feud) or, in the case of the kin, to force the killer
to pay the dead person’s kin the blood-price or wergild, that is ‘man-price’. The
amount of wergild was carefully set out according social status in successive law
codes of the Anglo-Saxons. Thus, we find in the earliest law code, that of
Athelbert of Kent, the clause:

Document 8: ‘Laws of &Lthelbert of Kent’, clauses 22 and 23.
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Thus it was the duty of the killer to pay wergi/d in order to escape the vendetta or
feud, but if he escaped, it was the duty of his kin to pay a reduced wergild.

The duty of the kin is apparent in other ways in the law codes. They had
the duty of arranging marriages and paying compensation if there had been any
fraud. They also had a duty to protect minors. We read in the 7th-century ‘Laws
of Ine of Wessex':

If a husband and wife have a child together, and the husband dies,

the mother is to have her child and rear it; she is to be given six

shillings for its maintenance, a cow in summer, an ox in winter; the

kinsmen are to take charge of the paternal home until the child is

grown up.
The wergild was the chief distinguishing feature of the various classes of society.
The king obviously had the highest wergild. Below him was the class of nobles,
in origin the gesithas or ‘companions’ of the king. Already in 7th century Kent he
was being called an ear/, although this word carried none of the connotations of
office. It is interesting to note that in Old English the word eor/ in different
contexts could mean ‘man’, ‘warrior’, or something approaching our modern sense
of ‘earl’, that is, noble. Qutside Kent the nobleman might be known as a gesith or
thane. The thane was distinguished in the laws, not only by his wergild but by
higher penalties for misdemeanours. For instance, when referring to the problem
of non-Christian marriages, the laws of Wihtred of Kent state:

Document 9: ‘Laws of Wihtred’, clause b

The ceor/ was the name of the ordinary freeman. The great historian of Anglo-
Saxon England, Stenton, has called the ceor/ the basis of Kentish society in
/thelbert’s time. He was independent, had many rights, and although he had no
- claim to nobility, he was subject to no lord below the king. The laws of Kent
protected him and his household against breaches of their peace. Although the
West-Saxon ceor/ had a lower wergild than his Kentish counterpart, he was
nevertheless the independent head of a household whose rights were protected.
Finally, below the class of ceor/, there existed a class of slaves who enjoyed no

wergild, which even the influence of the church could not eradicate completely.




There are many issues about Anglo-Saxon England that could be
investigated: the emergence of towns, the development of trade both domestically
and overseas, and government in the late Anglo-Saxon period. Anglo-Saxon
England should never be regarded as the poor relation of Norman England, and it
was anything but a cultural and intellectual backwater that the Normans took over
in the 11th century. In terms of the history of the English language and of English
writing, late Anglo-Saxon England reached a level of achievement which.was not
to be reached again until the fourteenth century with the work of Chaucer and his

contemporaries.
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