
 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

ABSTRACT 

 

Translation and Re-interpretation in the Old English Genesis: Poetic Catechesis for an 

Oral Culture 

 

David R. Welch 

 

Director: David Lyle Jeffrey, Ph.D. 

 

 

The Old English Genesis is a poetic paraphrase, in Anglo-Saxon oral-formulaic 

verse, of the first twenty-two chapters of the Biblical book, ending with the Sacrifice of 

Isaac.  In this thesis I argue that the poem is effectively a translation of Genesis into the 

language of vernacular poetry for the purpose of catechesis.  For the Anglo-Saxons, 

poetry was not merely a category of literature, but the traditional way of conveying what 

is most significant, the language of meaning; it makes sense, therefore, that the 

missionary-monks of England would have cast Scripture, the most meaningful Text, into 

the words of poetry.  But this is not the only level on which Genesis engages the poetic 

tradition.  It responds to the Germanic worldview and corresponding ideals of virtue that 

are communicated through oral poetry, re-interpreting them in the light of the revealed 

Word of God.  By casting this Word into familiar words (the language of oral-formulaic 

poetry), themes (the beginning of the world, the relation of the gods and men, and the 

way men ought to live), and characters (the Germanic heroic ideal in contrast to Christian 

virtue), Genesis takes what is best in the pagan tradition and puts it into the service of 

Christian truth.  Through the poem, the Word reveals Himself to the Anglo-Saxons by 

means of familiar terms and ideas, now re-interpreted and infused with new Life. 
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PREFACE 

 

 

Up to now, scholarship on the Anglo-Saxon Genesis has largely emphasized one 

of two views: that the text is essentially pagan in nature or that it is essentially Christian.  

Both approaches to the poem have some basis, of course.  This thesis, however, attempts 

to provide a more nuanced view of Genesis and to show that the poem grows, in fact, out 

of a synthesis of pagan and Christian sources.  While it was the work of composers 

formed in the milieu of the monastic tradition, who crafted their poetry for a didactic 

purpose, Genesis also has as its audience the people of Anglo-Saxon England, whose 

roots in paganism and the oral-poetic mythic tradition were still very much with them.  

Genesis, in short, teaches Christian truths but also engages pagan Germanic culture.  It 

springs, with its composers, from the synthesis of two traditions.  It is the meeting-point 

of Christian exegesis and the best of Germanic poetry for the purpose of conveying the 

Word to a people still pagan in heart and way of life, to tell them the true tale of their 

world’s beginning and their place and purpose in it. 
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He sees no stars who does not see them first 

of living silver made that sudden burst 
to flame like flowers beneath an ancient song, 

whose very echo after-music long 

has since pursued. There is no firmament, 
only a void, unless a jewelled tent 

myth-woven and elf-patterned; and no earth, 

unless the mother's womb whence all have birth. 
  -J. R. R. Tolkien, “Mythopoeia” 
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INTRODUCTION 

 

 

 In 596, when Gregory the Great sent Augustine to convert the English, he became 

indirectly responsible for the creation of the body of Christian Old English poetry that has 

come down to us today.  This fascinating and, indeed, quite beautiful corpus grows out of 

the intersection of pagan and Christian tradition—out of a culture of powerful, but 

doomed heroes, frigid seas, fierce warriors, heardmod and proud, and common peasants 

about whom there are no stories; into this dark world ruled by Fate and warlike gods 

came the monks, lovers of learning, wise and brave, steeped in the Book of the Church 

and driven, above all, by the desire for God.  Out of this order came the poets and scribes 

who were responsible for the Anglo-Saxon poetry we know today, men formed by the 

strong poetic tradition of their people and by the revealed Word of God—the Word 

whose truth is scattered throughout and latent in all nations and cultures.  The monks of 

England saw that the pagan poetry of their people could be put to a better use, into the 

service of Christian truth, to which, for them, it rightly belonged.  Thence is Old English 

poetry—preserving the sadness of the pagan tradition, disillusioned by human nature and 

the sorrows of men, but now shot through with rays of Christian hope, a Light pointing 

beyond the circles of this world. 

 It is to this tradition that Genesis belongs.  The poem is found in the Junius 11 

manuscript, stored at the Bodleian Library in Oxford.  It is a paraphrase in oral-formulaic 

verse of the first twenty-two chapters of the Biblical Genesis, ending with the Sacrifice of 

Isaac.  It is well-established that lines 235 through 852 of the poem are from an 

interpolated Saxon poem, translated into Anglo-Saxon, and commonly called Genesis B.  
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The rest of the poem, both what comes before and what comes after the interpolation, is 

called Genesis A, and generally held to be the older part.  The manuscript out of which 

Genesis comes has been called Cædmonian for its association with the work of the monk 

Cædmon, whose story is told by Bede.  Originally, it was thought that the manuscript 

represented the work of Cædmon himself, since its subject matter matches Bede’s 

account of the songs that Cædmon composed; later scholarship has cast doubt on this 

idea, but has maintained that the first three poems, Genesis, Exodus, and Daniel, are at 

least the same sort of poetry—hence, Cædmonian.  As for dating the poem, there is little 

that is certain.  A. N. Doane gives a range of dates from ca. 650 to ca. 900 AD, but settles 

on a date in the eighth century; this seems to me to be reasonable.
1
  This, of course, is the 

date of composition; the manuscript comes from a later age, probably the early- to mid-

eleventh century. 

 In this thesis, my concern is two-fold—to understand the probable purpose of the 

poem and to investigate in it the elements of the monastic and Germanic poetic culture 

that produced it.  Chapter one argues that the poem is essentially a translation of Genesis 

into oral-formulaic verse, which is an elevated form of language by which what is most 

meaningful was communicated in Germanic culture.  In chapter two, I turn to the 

elements of monastic culture and the Christian exegetical tradition, which bear witness to 

the monastic authorship of both Genesis A and B.  Chapters three and four take up the 

poem’s engagement with the Germanic poetic tradition.  The Christian composers of 

Genesis take what is best from Germanic poetry and put it into the service of Christian 

truth, but they also respond to the pagan culture, correcting its errors in matters of world-

                                                
1 A. N. Doane Genesis A (Madison: University of Wisconsin Press, 1978), 37. 
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vision and virtue.  It is a catechetical text, composed in the milieu of monastic culture for 

the purpose of bringing the Text of Scripture to the Anglo-Saxon people, to teach them 

the substance of their new faith 
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CHAPTER ONE 

 

Poetic Catechesis and Translation for an Oral Culture 

 

 

One of the most remarkable characteristics of Genesis is also the most obvious: its 

language.  It is a Biblical poem that is not written in Latin, which was the language of the 

Church and, for the monastic writers, the only language sufficiently well-mastered and 

adequately equipped to express what were, for them, things of ultimate significance, the 

very substance of their vocation: love for God, knowledge and experience of Him, and 

the interpretation of His revealed Word.  In Latin they had received His revelation, which 

is the Life and Light of men, and to Latin they were behooved to turn in order to respond 

to that Word with the depth and devotion that it requires.
1
  Indeed, as Jean Leclerq points 

out, the expression of Christian doctrine in a vernacular language like Anglo-Saxon, 

poorly suited to convey Catholic dogma, risked inexactitude and even error.
2
  It is a 

question, then, why Genesis should be composed in Old English at all.  While there are 

records of monks composing vernacular songs for their own entertainment, such 

occasional verses hardly seem worth the cost and effort put into the manuscript in which 

the poem is found.  In the monasteries, moreover, teaching almost always occurred in 

Latin, so Genesis was, presumably, meant to teach not monks but secular clerics and 

laypeople, who could learn the Scriptures only in the vernacular and who were members 

of an unlettered culture.  This suggests that Genesis—including both A and B—was 

composed as a way of bringing the Word of God to the common people, to teach them 

                                                
1 Leclerq, The Love of Learning and the Desire for God (New York: Fordham, 1982), 43-44. 

 
2 Ibid 40-41. 
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the doctrines, virtues, and way of life central to the religion that they had lately embraced.  

This view makes sense for three more substantial reasons: first, the ancient, prestigious 

place held by poetry in oral cultures like that of the Anglo-Saxons; second, the method of 

monastic evangelism, informed by Gregory the Great and by the principle of the Word 

coming to men by means of familiar and tangible signs; third, the specific manifestation 

of this method in such historical English monastic poets as Cædmon and Aldhelm.  I will 

address each of these arguments in turn. 

 

Poetry and Meaning in an Oral Culture 

 

In his paradigmatic essay, “The Oral-Formulaic Character of Anglo-Saxon 

Narrative Poetry,” Francis P. Magoun demonstrated decisively that the theories and 

methods of Milman Parry and Alfred B. Lord, used in the context of the oral-formulaic 

songs of Yugoslavia, could be extended to the corpus of Old English poetry.  The 

overwhelmingly formulaic and traditional-thematic nature of the poetry brands it as oral-

formulaic in character.
3
  Lord writes in The Singer of Tales that these themes and 

formulas, of which a given performance of an oral-formulaic song is almost entirely 

composed, are the “special language of poetry”; over time, a poetic tradition generates a 

body of these formulaic phrases and thematic elements, necessary for the telling of 

unwritten songs too long for memorization, within the constraints of meter and form, by 

means of which a singer can tell any story about traditional topics and heroes.
4
  In the 

case of Anglo-Saxon poetry, a whole host of synonyms and kennings describing objects, 

                                                
3 Francis P. Magoun, “Oral-Formulaic Character of Anglo-Saxon Narrative Poetry.” Speculum 28, 

no. 3 (July 1953),447. 

 
4 Alfred B. Lord, The Singer of Tales (Cambridge: Harvard, 1960), 22. 

 



 

6 

 

characters, and ideas common in poetry developed to meet the constraints of alliteration 

and stress, along with systems of formulaic phrases which could be used, for example, to 

move a character from his ship to the beach, to tell of his past heroic exploits, or to 

describe his foes, his allies, or his king.  This oral-formulaic method functions in much 

the same way as a spoken language and is, in fact, learned by the burgeoning poet not as 

one would learn an art or a science, but as a child learns the vernacular speech of his 

people—by imitation and through absorption, gaining a sense of how certain sounds and 

structures convey meaning.
5
  As a poet comes to master the poetic form, he begins to feel 

when something, ‘doesn’t sound right.’  He has no theoretical grasp of the technique, nor 

does he count syllables, nor does he even have a distinct idea of separate words, but he 

comes to a point at which he possesses fluency in the patterns of meter, stress, melody, 

and formula in the same way that any other man comes to possess fluency in his native 

tongue.
6
  “The formulas are the phrases and clauses and sentences of this specialized 

poetic grammar.  The speaker of this language, once he has mastered it, does not move 

any more mechanically within it than we do in ordinary speech,” Lord writes.
7
  The 

poetic form in the oral culture is thus precisely a language of its own.  While it follows 

most of the same rules of grammar and case that ordinary speech would, it is elevated 

above that speech by special rules, sentence structure, and word order. 

This elevated poetic vernacular is distinguished from the common tongue not only 

by form, but also by subject matter.  In oral cultures, the most weighty and significant 

                                                
5 Ibid 22. 

 
6 Ibid 32. 

 
7 Ibid 36. 
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matters are communicated in verse—any shift to poetic language is a signal to the hearer 

to listen well, because the subject at hand is of particular importance.  The centrality of 

certain subjects, ideas, and sorts of speech requires the beauty and power of poetry to 

adequately convey it.  In Anglo-Saxon England, for example, the scop, or court poet, had 

history and cosmology in his charge, as well as religious belief, news from foreign lands, 

royal decrees, and even practical wisdom for everyday life, to say nothing of narrative 

and elegy.
8
  Perhaps this is because poetry is more easily remembered than prose—a sort 

of documentation for an unlettered culture—or perhaps it is simply the need for a shift to 

a higher, more rhythmic, and more musical sort of language; whatever the case, at its 

beginnings, the literature of any culture is almost always in verse.
9
  Through poetry are 

preserved cultural memory, wisdom, beliefs, and, indeed, identity; they are passed down 

and given new form from generation to generation.  These things are inseparable from 

narrative poetry; to this day, traditional poetic stories are cherished by many cultures as 

near the heart of their identity.  For an oral-formulaic poetic tradition like that of the 

Anglo-Saxons, poetry is, effectively, the vernacular of significance, and the formulas and 

themes are the words by which a song conveys the crucial topics of history, worldview, 

virtue and vice, the relation of gods and men, the elements of human flourishing, and the 

world’s beginning, end, and purpose.  The elevated language of poetry is the method by 

which what is most important is communicated. 

 

 

                                                
8 Examples of poetry as history include “The Battle of Maldon” and “The Battle of Brunanburh”; 

the Norse Voluspá is an example of cosmology and religious belief, while the charms and mnemonic poems 
come out of the store of practical wisdom. See L.F. Anderson, The Anglo-Saxon Scop (Toronto: University 

Library of Toronto, 1973), 14-30 for more examples of the function of the court-poet. 

 
9 R. M. Wilson, The Lost Literature of Medieval England (London: Methuen, 1952), 29. 
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The Monastic Missionaries and the Principle of Vernacular Teaching 

 

In 596, Pope Gregory sent Augustine and a group of monks to the Anglo-Saxons 

to bring to them the light of salvation.  As in much of Europe, it was the monks who were 

the evangelists and catechizers of the barbarians, preaching the Word of God to those 

whom Rome could not civilize by force.
10

  When they first arrived, the monks sought to 

convert the English kings, whose religious practices would be followed by the 

population.  But there was a problem—the monks did not speak Anglo-Saxon.  They 

usually communicated with the rulers via an interpreter or in a language such as Frankish, 

only understood at court.
11

  As a result, the process of teaching the ceorls, the common 

people, began slowly. 

But Gregory did not forget the English people.  In 601, he sent a letter after 

Mellitus, whom he had dispatched with another group of monks to help Augustine in 

England.  Insisting that the temples of the pagans not be destroyed, as he had previously 

ordered, Gregory recommended instead that only the idols within be cast out, and that the 

temples should be cleansed and converted to Christian sanctuaries, in which altars and 

relics should replace the idols, and in which Christian feast days should replace the 

pagan’s ritual sacrifices.  Thus, the people, who once served false gods in these temples, 

would have a tangible sign that such idolatry must be replaced by worship of the one true 

God.
12

  Gregory understood that the illiterate commoners needed a visible sign of the 

conversion of their own way of living, a token of the presence of God coming to dwell in 

                                                
10 See H. B. Workman, The Evolution of the Monastic Ideal (Boston: Beacon Press, 1962), 172-

173. 

 
11 R. Hill “Bede and the Boors,” in Famulus Christi (London: Society for Promoting Christian 

Knowledge, 1976), 95. 

 
12 Gregory the Great Registrum Epistularum  (Turnhout: Brepols, 1982), 11.56. 
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their communities and in their hearts, where false deities had once held sway.  It was not 

enough that they merely convert to their king’s religion; they had to embrace it with their 

understanding and in their way of life.  In order for this to happen, the Truth had to renew 

and enter into familiar places and actions, else it would have remained 

incomprehensible.
13

  In following Gregory’s wishes, the monks were, in the Christian 

view, actually returning the pagan temples and feasts to their proper end—the 

glorification of God and the edification of the Church—by renovating and infusing them 

with latent Christian meaning. 

This way of going about the monastic missionary project is more, however, than a 

wise intuition; conveying the truth in familiar terms is the very example set by Christ in 

His parables and, indeed, in the Incarnation.  The Word of God did not remain in heaven, 

unseen and unreachable for men, but came to earth and took on flesh so that He could be 

seen, touched, and felt by mortals.  The Truth, the Way, and the Life became visible and 

recognizable to human eyes so that people might understand and follow Him.  It is not 

unreasonable, therefore, to speak of the Incarnation under the metaphor of translation—

for what is translation but the truth, logos, meaning drawing near to our understanding by 

coming to us in an intelligible and well-known language?—but, like any good translation, 

the Word made flesh transforms our understanding of the form in which He comes.
14

  

Therefore, just as the event of God becoming flesh invests corporeality with new 

significance, when new truths are communicated in familiar words, it gives those words 

                                                
13 Hill 100-101. 

 
14 Thus, the Latin translatio, related to translatus, “having been borne across,” that is, from one 

place to another. 
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new shades of meaning.
15

  The words themselves are not the substance of the thing that is 

being communicated, but are the vessels by which the thing is carried, the communicable 

body in which it comes to us.  And yet the words chosen by the translator are not without 

intrinsic value, but by their nature, traditional usage, and former connotations present 

certain aspects of the truth more or less effectively and in diverse lights.
16

 

We may easily see this sort of translation at work in the conversion of the Anglo-

Saxons.
17

  The converted pagan feast days and temples were already sacred times and 

places at which the people were accustomed to seek their gods.  Now, those outward 

signs are invested with a new meaning—a meaning, indeed, that even benefits from the 

traditional association of those signs with the numinous and the divine.  The Christian 

                                                
15 One can see this phenomenon at work in the case of the King James translation of the Bible, a 

translation that not only used the English language to convey the Word of God, but transformed that 
language and, consequently, the English literary tradition for ages to come. 

 
16 Thus, the same passage of Scripture may be translated into several different languages, and each 

one will communicate a certain aspect of the original’s significance more effectively than any other.  That 

is, the language of a translation will, in fact, add layers of meaning to a translated passage not present in 

other languages or, perhaps, not quite distinct in the Greek or Hebrew itself.  In the same way, diverse 

cultures produce diverse theologies and interpretations of the Scriptures, not only in writing, but also in 

their way of living the Christian faith.  One need only observe the various forms and expressions of 

Christian faith in different nations to see this.  The point is that not only do these diverse manifestations 

emphasize different aspects of the one Lord and Word of Truth, but they each, in fact, add to our 

understanding of that revealed Word in their own ways.  Thus, the terms under which the Truth reveals 
itself to men, although they are not to be confused with the Truth itself, do, in fact, have a value and 

importance of their own.  This will become more evident in the case of Anglo-Saxon poetry as we proceed. 

 
17I am using “translation” here to convey a broader idea than the word normally denotes.  This 

idea includes, of course, the bringing across of meaning from the words of one language to another (e.g., 

the ‘translation’ of the New Testament from Greek into, say, Spanish), but is not limited to this concept.  

What I mean by translation is the communication of a truth, of meaning, of logos, or of an idea via 

intelligible forms, objects, terms, etc.  In the following instance, for example, the truth that the pagan 

religion of the Anglo-Saxons has, all along, really been a search for the one True God, and that this God, 

not the false gods of mythology, must be worshipped and feared—this truth, I say, is ‘translated’ into the 

casting out of the idols, the cleansing of the sacred places, and the re-purposing of those places to house 

relics and to be houses of prayer to the Lord.  In this way, the Anglo-Saxons not only have words of truth 
preached to them, but see the substance of that truth—what it means, what its consequences are, how to 

respond to it—with their own eyes.  The pagan temples become signs of the dwelling of the True God 

among them rather than of the rule of false gods.  There is, I think, no more suitable word to convey what I 

mean than “translation” in the English language.  When I call Genesis a “translation” below, this is closer 

to the more familiar meaning of the word. 
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conversion of the temples takes advantage of these associations and preserves them.  The 

difference now is that it is the true God and no false deity that the people encounter in 

these places—the God to whom those imperfect signs had pointed all along.  The 

translation of the Word has taken place again, into familiar terms already invested with 

powerful significance. 

The relation of this translational principle to the poetic vernacular is clear.  Just as 

the previous use of the temples communicated the sacredness of their new purpose, so the 

catechetical or Scriptural text is more effective when cast into oral poetry, already 

associated with elevated subjects.  It makes sense that the monks would take advantage of 

this poetic vernacular of significance and repurpose it for the communication of what is, 

in their view, the most meaningful subject of all.  The form alone of such a Christian oral 

poem would be enough to alert its audience to its importance.  And what text’s power and 

importance would call more for transmission in the poetic vernacular than Scripture 

itself?  An oral poem paraphrasing the Scriptures would be rightly called a translation in 

its use of the “special” poetic language of formulaic phrases and traditional themes.  

On a more basic level, however, the translational principle requires simply that 

teaching occur in the common vernacular for the English ceorls.  In his letter to Egbert, 

Bede makes it clear that the lack of teachers for the people was a significant problem in 

the first half of the eighth century.  Bishops, often appointed from monasteries, made 

rounds about their dioceses to preach, but the teaching that they could provide was, at 

best, periodic.  This lack of frequent guidance led, quite naturally, to a superficial and 

vague understanding of the Christian faith amongst the people, as well as to a mixing of 

pagan superstition with Christian practice.  By way of solving this problem, Bede wanted 
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not only regular teachers in the local churches, but also the oral distribution of English 

translations of the Lord’s Prayer and the Apostle’s Creed so that the people could learn 

them by heart and thereby make orthodox belief a part of their daily thought and 

practice.
18

  Obviously no man can encounter the Word, or even participate in the faith of 

the Church, without some sort of verbal translation of the substance of Christian doctrine.  

And since long passages of material are more easily memorized when cast into poetry, 

especially for an unlettered people, it was through poetry that the Word could most fully 

enter into the minds and hearts of the Anglo-Saxons, to be contemplated and digested, 

and thereby to transform their way of life. 

 

The Manifestation of the Principle of Vernacular Translation in Didactic Poetry 

 

 In his Historia ecclesiastica, moreover, Bede tells us in detail the story of the 

monk Cædmon, the first Christian English poet, whose history is too well-known to 

require repetition.  The point here is that the space and care given by Bede to telling the 

tale of Cædmon demonstrates the value that he placed on Cædmon’s work.  The divinely-

gifted singer was turning sacred history and the stories of Scripture into, presumably, 

oral-formulaic Old English verse—the vernacular of significance.  If what we have said 

above about poetic language is true, then Cædmon was not only a poet, but also a 

translator, bringing Christian truth to his people in the language known to them already as 

the means by which the most important things are communicated.  It seems likely that his 

poems also circulated amongst the people rather than the monks alone, for Bede, after 

describing the range of subjects covered by Cædmon’s songs, writes, “in quibus cunctis 

                                                
18 See Hill 96 and Bede’s Letter to Egbert in Baedae: Opera Historica, vol II (Cambridge: 

Harvard, 1963). 
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homines ab amore scelerum abstrahere, ad dilectionem vero et sollertiam bonae actionis 

excitare curabat”
19

 [in all of which he took care to draw men from love of wickedness to 

delight in the truth, and to kindle the facility for good works].  Thus, one of Cædmon’s 

purposes was to incite people to live virtuously, to give them the ability (sollertiam) to 

obey the Word of God by conveying that Word, which is both Light and Life, to them.  

Monks were already being drawn to truth and habits of virtue through their studies and 

disciplines; it was the people who needed to be taught.  Cædmon sought to do so.  He was 

a catechizer of the people.  

 Nor was he the only didactic poet of whom we have record.  William of 

Malmesbury tells us the story of Aldhelm, bishop of Sherborne at around the same time 

that Cædmon was composing songs in Northumbria, who was the shepherd of an unruly, 

half-heathen congregation.  When his flock began to make a habit of leaving Mass before 

the homily, Aldhelm, dressed as a singer, would stand by the bridge upon which they had 

to cross to get back to their homes, and he would sing songs to them.  Gradually, as they 

became accustomed to listen to him, he wove Christian truth and religious teaching into 

his poems in order to convey through poetry what they had not the inclination to hear 

through homily.
20

  Aldhelm’s use of poetry was successful not only because the people 

enjoyed it more than preaching, but also because they were accustomed to receive 

significant truths through the poetic vernacular.  And while Aldhelm’s songs were 

perhaps not, like Cædmon’s, translations of Scripture, they nevertheless embodied the 

same translational principle, for the art of oral-formulaic verse is a supremely effective 

                                                
19 Hist. Eccl. in Baedae: Opera Historica, vol. II, 4.24. 

 
20 See Wilson 68-69. 
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way of communicating the importance and the substance of the Word of God to an 

unlettered culture like that of the Anglo-Saxons. 

 Given the stories of Cædmon and Aldhelm, Magoun asserts that we can certainly 

posit the circulation of a body of Christian oral poetry in England by the early eighth 

century.
21

  Because there would have been a need for a significant number of specifically 

Christian formulas both to adequately convey Christian ideas through song and to meet 

the needs of alliteration, one might expect this development to have taken much longer.  

Yet any of the names for God, for example, in “Cædmon’s Hymn,” might have existed in 

the pagan tradition in more or less the same form.  Indeed, the huge stock of kennings 

and formulas that express the idea of ruler in Old English poetry could be used as epithets 

for the Christian God with very little modification; if any change was required at all, it 

was often simply a matter of substituting new words into an old formulaic system.  

Moreover, the extant body of Christian poetry is concerned almost wholly with narrative 

and themes that would have been traditional in pagan poetry, indicating that the monastic 

poets did not make things unnecessarily difficult for themselves by trying to 

communicate a large number of theological or dogmatic concepts.
22

  Note also that these 

Christian poets were, at least at the beginning, probably all monks, who were nearly the 

only source of doctrinal instruction for the people and the most learned in matters of 

Scripture, exegesis, and theology.
23

 

                                                
21 Magoun, “Oral-Formulaic Nature” 45-55. 

 
22 Ibid 455-458 for examples and an extended discussion of this topic. 

 
23 Leclerq 193; see also Dom David Knowles, The Monastic Order in England (London: 

Cambridge, 1949), 65. 
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 Thus, the inherent power of the vernacular poetic tradition for communicating the 

most significant matters was utilized by such poets as Cædmon and Aldhelm (and, 

presumably, others who followed), and was recognized by Bede.  In all three the 

translational principle advocated to Mellitus by Gregory the Great is at work, the 

understanding that truth must come to men by tangible, familiar, and naturally suitable 

tokens.  In England, such tokens included the pagan holy places and feasts, as well as the 

poetic tradition.  Cædmon re-purposed the latter, writing oral-formulaic didactic verse for 

the glory of God and the edification of the common people.  Given the inherent elevation 

of the poetic vernacular and of its subjects in the minds of the people, this approach was a 

wise one, and many monks followed his example in putting Old English oral-formulaic 

poetry into the service of Christian truth.  The remarkable resulting body of Christian 

poetry—whether purposefully didactic, like “Cædmon’s Hymn” and Genesis; elegiac, 

like “The Wanderer”; or narrative, like Beowulf—is a unique amalgam of the intersecting 

traditions of monastic exegesis and culture and the themes of Germanic heroic poetry.  It 

is a literature in which the Word of God and the Christian virtues are set over and against 

the partial truths and falsehoods of the pagans, acknowledging at the same time that there 

was truth and beauty in the best of Germanic poetry and maintaining the prestige and 

power of their verse.
24

 

It is to this tradition that Genesis belongs, a poem clearly monastic in origin that 

also engages and is informed by the pagan poetic tradition.  In the following chapters, we 

shall examine the elements of both monastic exegesis and Germanic heroic poetry that 

are present in Genesis.  In the course of this discussion, perhaps we shall come to better 

                                                
24 See A. N. Doane, Genesis A (Madison: University of Wisconsin, 1978), 45. 
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understand the traditions that produced the poem, the intent behind its composition, and 

the substance of its meaning. 
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CHAPTER TWO 

 

Elements of the Exegetical Tradition 

 

 

 The poets of Genesis A and B were almost certainly Benedictine monks, part of an 

order responsible for nearly all of the Western Biblical scholarship and Christian poetry 

of the first half of the medieval age.  An examination of Genesis reveals its monastic 

origins.  The most obvious element of monastic culture at work is, of course, the Vulgate.  

Most of Genesis A follows the text of Scripture very closely, expanding and explaining in 

the fashion of oral-formulaic poetry, but making few changes in the narrative.
1
  And 

while the poet of Genesis B composed a new and imaginative account of the fall of the 

angels and of man, Scripture still lies at the foundation of the poem.  

But for the monks, Scripture was more than the written words on the page.  A. N. 

Doane writes in his introduction to Genesis A that its monastic poet had been formed by a 

large body of tradition that had shaped his way of interpreting the Scriptures.  For him 

there was no clear dividing line between the Text and the exegetical tradition—the canon 

of Scripture is unclosed, not defined by the words on the page.  The tradition of Biblical 

interpretation was the true and trustworthy reading of the Word of God.  Only the wise 

exegete whose pen was the instrument of the Holy Spirit, who revealed the intent of the 

Divine Author of the Text, became authoritative; his wisdom would be recognized by the 

teachers and interpreters of the Church, and his words would become a part of the Text of 

Scripture.  The allegorical levels of meaning elucidated by these fathers and doctors of 

the Church were, for the monks, part of the Scripture itself.  For this reason, it is difficult 

                                                
1 Exceptions include the fall of the angels (9-81) and the addition of heroic oral-formulaic material 

to the story of Abraham’s battle with the kings (1960-2164). 
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to speak of extra-Biblical sources of Genesis besides the exegetical tradition taken as a 

whole.  The monks who composed the Anglo-Saxon and the Saxon Genesis poems had 

been transformed by this tradition, and as they composed, they were also condensing it 

with the narrative of Genesis into a unified work in which Biblical and traditional 

material are woven seamlessly together.  “His ‘learning’ was an inevitable adjunct to the 

text as he understood it, not part of a conscious program of . . . poetic re-formation of his 

Vulgate source,” Doane writes of the Genesis A poet.
2
  Genesis is informed throughout 

by the exegetical tradition, both on the literal and the spiritual levels of interpretation.  

For the monks, the spiritual meaning was the deeper signification of the words of 

Scripture, the life-giving soul of the Text, by which every word of the Bible points to the 

revealed logos and to His Church.  This is what it meant for the Scriptures to be Divinely-

inspired.  It is the purpose of this chapter to illuminate the traditional exegetical elements 

in both Genesis A and B in order to better understand the poets and their catechetical text. 

The poet of Genesis A translated his Text into the poetic vernacular in such a way 

as to allow for or suggest the spiritual meaning traditionally attributed to a particular 

passage.
3
  In many parts of Genesis A this allegorical meaning is present only insofar as it 

is present in the Scripture itself; in others, the language of the poem actually points 

toward the spiritual interpretation.  One such passage is the poet’s account of the 

descendants of Cain and Seth.  As Doane notes in his commentary, the poet has changed 

the names of certain of Cain descendants in order to make his line more closely match the 

                                                
2 Doane Genesis A 55. 

 
3 Ibid 50-51. 
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line of Seth.
4
  Thus, while Cain’s son is called Enoch in the Vulgate, the poet changes his 

name to Enos; similarly, Irad becomes Iared, Maviahel becomes Malalehel, and 

Mathusahel becomes Methusal.  In each case, the name matches one of Seth’s 

descendants.
5
  In the Vulgate, the names are already similar, but the poet makes them 

identical, emphasizing the parallelism traditionally seen in the two lines.  While the line 

of Cain represents the world and its prideful wickedness, Seth’s descendants represent the 

people of God and of the promise.  The poet emphasizes this comparison further when he 

describes the building of the first city by Enos, Cain’s son:
6
 

þæt wæs under wolcnum    weallfæstenna 

ærest ealra    þara þe æðelingas, 

sweordberende,    settan heton.
7
 

 

[that was, under the skies,    the first of all 

of those walled fortresses    that princes, 

sword-bearing,    commanded to be established.] 

 

Note, as Doane points out, the parallel language that describes Enos, the eldest son of 

Seth: “se nemde god    niðþa bearna / ærest ealra”
8
 [he invoked God    first of all / of the 

children of men].  Thus, while Cain’s son Enos built the first city, Seth’s son Enos called 

first upon God.  The hope of the wicked is in the city of this world, while the hope of the 

righteous is in God and in the City not yet revealed to human eyes.
9
  Cain’s son, 

                                                
4 Ibid 249-250. 

 
5 cf. Genesis 4:17-5:28; Genesis 1055-1081, 1105-1226.\ 

 
6 In the Scripture, it is Cain who builds the first city, and names it after his son; this change also 

serves the parallelism, as we shall see below. 

 
7 Genesis 1058-1060. 

 
8 Ibid 1135-1136a; Doane, Genesis A 253. 

 

 9 cf. Bede, In Genesim (henceforth In Gen.) in CCSL 118 A (Turnhout: Brepols, 1967), 2.456-471. 
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moreover, is the first of the sweordberende,
10

 [sword-bearers], the princes of Cain’s line 

and of this world, who establish their kingdoms by force, bearing war.  But Seth is called 

sædberend,
11

 the bearer of the seed, which is the promise of God to redeem fallen man 

through Seth’s blessed line.
12

  The poet thus foreshadows God’s covenant with Abraham 

and points to the Church, represented by Seth and his descendants, who now carries the 

seed of the promise—the Word of God, sown by the Sower, who will establish 

everlasting peace in days to come. 

  Another passage whose language suggests the traditional spiritual interpretation 

is the story of Noah’s Ark and the Great Flood.  The Ark is a sign of the Church, the 

vessel in which the saved shall be preserved at the Last Judgment; all who are outside 

shall be destroyed.  Noah signifies Christ, who builds up the Church and is her head, 

guiding her through this world.  The Flood represents either the Last Judgment,
13

 at 

which time only those who have entered the Church shall be saved, or the waters of 

baptism, through which the Church is sanctified,
14

 or the waves of temptations, from 

which the Church protects her members in the world.  The interpretation of the Ark as the 

                                                
10 Genesis 1060a. 

 
11

 Ibid 1145a. 

 
12 Doane, Genesis A 249, 253. 

 
13 The words of the Lord in Luke 17:26-27 are often cited with regards to this interpretation: “And 

as it came to pass in the days of Noe, so shall it be also in the days of the Son of man.  They did eat and 

drink, they married wives, and were given in marriage, until the day that Noe entered into the ark: and the 

flood came and destroyed them all.” 

 
14 This interpretation goes all the way back to the Apostle Peter himself, who wrote, “In which 

also coming [Christ] preached to those spirits that were in prison: Which had been some time incredulous, 
when they waited for the patience of God in the days of Noe, when the ark was a building: wherein a few, 

that is, eight souls, were saved by water.  Whereunto baptism being of the like form, now saveth you also: 

not the putting away of the filth of the flesh, but the examination of a good conscience towards God by the 

resurrection of Jesus Christ.” (1 Peter 3:19-21) 
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Church and Noah as Christ may be found in some detail in Origen’s In Genesim 

homiliae; Bede’s commentary on Genesis exhibits the developments added by tradition.
15

  

Since the Ark represents the Church, its passengers become the faithful, an interpretation 

evident in the language of Genesis A at several points.  For instance, God commands 

Noah to board the Ark with his gasta werode,
16

 troop of souls, with dugeðum dyrum,
17

 

the dear multitude of men; both words are used earlier of the host of angels, far greater in 

number than the eight people on the Ark.  The poet is pointing to the Ark as the Church, 

into which the multitude of the faithful souls enter through baptism unto salvation on the 

Last Day.  The animals, moreover, are called eorðan tuddor, the offspring of the earth; 

tuddor is used elsewhere to denote human children.
18

  Rarely does the poet refer to 

animals.  His language more often looks like this: 

  Þær sceal fæsl wesan 

cwiclifigendra    cynna gehwilces 

on þæt wudufæsten    wocor gelæded 

eorðan tudres;    earc sceal þy mare.
19

 

 

[Therein shall be led 

the offspring of each    of the kin of the quick-living, 

the progeny    of the offspring of the earth 

into that wood-fortress;     the Ark must be larger for this.] 

 

The words that he chooses leave open the possibility that he is referring not only to 

animals, but to people.  Noah must carry the feora fæsl, the offspring of living ones, and 

                                                
15 Origen In Genesim homiliae 2 in PG 12.161-175, ed. J.-P. Migne (Paris: J.-P. Migne, 1862); 

Bede In Gen. 2.1056ff.   See also Doane, Genesis A 260-265. 

 
16 Genesis 1346a. 

 
17 Ibid 1371a. 

 
18 See Ibid 1305b, 1313a, 1336a, 1402b, 1440; cf. 196b, 914b, 1535a, 1613, 1788, 2362, 2802b. 

 
19 Ibid 1310b-1313, italics mine. 
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feed the feora wocre, the progeny of living ones.  The semantic difference between 

tuddor or wocor eorðan, the offspring of earth, and eorðan bearn,
20

 the children of earth 

(i.e., mankind) is not great, and so the passages point to the traditional spiritual 

interpretation of the story: the Ark as the Church in which alone men, the offspring of the 

earth, can find the baptism that leads to life.  This is especially evident when the poet 

describes how the mountains of Ararat “horde onfengon / and æðelum eac    eorðan 

tudres,”
21

 [received the treasure / and the families also    of the offspring of the earth], 

that is, the Ark that contains the æðelum, the ennobled part of earth’s progeny.  It is the 

image of the Church, bearing the faithful to salvation through the waters of baptism, “a 

chosen generation, a kingly priesthood, a holy nation, a purchased people . . . Who in 

time past were not a people: but are now the people of God,”
22

 a people not noble in 

themselves but made so because they have been chosen.  “The Lord thy God hath chosen 

thee, to be his peculiar people of all peoples that are upon the earth.”
23

  And as the Ark 

journeys forth on the water, the Lord of victory closes its door “and segnade / earce innan    

agenum spedum”
24

 [and signed / the Ark within    with His own luck].  As Doane notes, 

segnian can mean ‘to make the sign of the Cross over,’ the sign accompanying baptism in 

                                                
20 See “Cædmon’s Hymn” in Medieval English, ed. Rolf Kaiser (Berlin, 1961), 44. 

 
21 Genesis 1439b-1440; cf. 1389. 

 
22 1 Peter 2:9, 10 Douay-Rheims. Unless otherwise noted, quotations of Scripture will always 

come from the Douay-Rheims version. 
 

23 Deuteronomy 7:6; cf. Bede In Gen. 2.1099-1166, 1347-1370. 

 
24 Genesis 1365b-1366; cf. 1390-1391. 
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the name of the Father, Son, and Holy Ghost; it is appropriate here as the waters of the 

Flood wash clean the Ark, even as the waters of baptism wash clean the soul in rebirth.
25

 

 At other points, Genesis A exhibits material that does not appear in Scripture at 

all, but that had, through the influence of the exegetical tradition, “come to be considered 

part of the literal text itself . . .”
26

  For example, in Genesis 4, Lamech, a descendant of 

Cain, says to his two wives, “Hear my voice, ye wives of Lamech, hearken to my speech: 

for I have slain a man . . . Sevenfold vengeance shall be taken for Cain: but for Lamech 

seventy times sevenfold.”
27

  Bede writes, citing Jerome, that the man whom Lamech 

killed was Cain.
28

  The poet follows this interpretation, having Lamech actually claim to 

have murdered Cain.
29

  In the parallel line of Seth, Lamech is the father of Noah, through 

whom comes salvation to mankind, a figure of Christ at the head of the Ark.  But 

Lamech, the murderer of Cain, is all mankind in exile, perpetuating not salvation but 

wickedness and bloodshed, carrying the seed and bearing the fruit of faithlessness rather 

than the promise.
30

  

Later, God sees that the “sons of God,” have begun to marry the daughters of 

men, and He decrees that their “days shall be a hundred and twenty years”
31

  In the 

exegetical tradition, the “sons of God” are taken to be the descendants of Seth, while the 

                                                
25 Doane, Genesis A 264-265; cf. Bede, In Gen. 2.1544-1594. 

 
26 Doane, Genesis A 50. 

 
27 Genesis 4:23-24. 

 
28 Bede In Gen. 2.610-619. 

 
29 Genesis 1090-1103. 

 
30 cf. Bede In Gen. 2.632-640. 

 
31 Genesis 6:3.  
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daughters of men refer to women in the line of Cain.
32

  And as Jerome writes, God’s 

decree does not mean that men’s lives will be shortened to 120 years, but that they will 

have 120 years to repent of their wickedness before the Great Flood, lest He seem cruel.
33

  

The poet inserts this traditional material into his translation of the passage: 

      Ða giet wæs Sethes cynn 

leofes leodfruman    on lufan swiðe 

drihtne dyre    and domeadig, 

oðþæt bearn godes    bryda ongunnon 

on Caines    cynne secan . . . 

Siððan hundtwelftig    geteled rime 

wintra on worulde    wræce bisgodon 

fæge þeode,    hwonne frea wolde 

on wærlogan    wite settan
34

 

 

[Then yet was the kin of Seth, 

the beloved patriarch    in love very 

dear to the Lord    and glory-blessed, 

until the children of God    began to seek 

brides in    the kin of Cain . . . 

Afterwards 120    told number 

of winters in the world    the doomed people 

toiled in exile,    when the king wished 

to set a punishment    upon the faith-breakers] 

 

His rendering thus weaves the traditional interpretation of the passage into the narrative 

of Genesis.  This was a natural impulse for one so formed by the Fathers and their 

reading of the Scriptures, not a conscious re-interpretation of the passage. 

While describing the building of the Ark, the poet gives several lines to describing 

the lime with which the ark was sealed inside and out: 

 

                                                
32 See Bede In Gen. 2.932-940. 

 
33 Hebraicae Quaestiones in Libro Geneseos 6, 3 in CCSL 72 (Turnhout: Brepols, 1959). 

 
34 Genesis 1245b-1249, 1263-1266. 
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Þæt is syndrig cynn; 

symle bið þy heardra    þe hit hreoh wæter, 

swearte sæstreamas    swiðor beatað.
35

 

 

[That is a special kind; 

it is ever the harder    when rough water, 

the dark sea-streams,    more greatly beat it.] 

 

These details emphasize the spiritual meaning of the pitch with which Noah covers the 

Ark to protect it from leaks, worms, heat, and wind. 

Vnde, quid aliud mystice in bitumine quam constantia fidei accipitur?  

Bituminatur autem arca intrinsecus et extrinsecus, et sic uniuersa 

perficitur, dum et cogitations electorum et opera, ne ullis uincantur aut 

decipiantur uitiorum incursibus, fidei in omnibus uirtute muniuntur.
36

 

 

[Hence, what other sense do we receive mystically in the bitumen than the 

constancy of faith?  The Ark, indeed, is covered with bitumen within and 

without, and thus the entirety is perfected, while both the thoughts and 

works of the elect, that they may not be conquered or deceived by any 

assault of the vices, are fortified by the virtue of faith in all things.] 

 

The pitch is faith, which protects the elect within the Church from the destroying flood of 

temptations and vices.  And even as the soul is more sorely battered by trials, faith grows 

the stronger; a man learns to trust in the Lord and to help to bear his brother’s burdens.  

No trial is too strong for this community, which is borne up by Christ Himself. 

 After the Flood has destroyed all men and creatures save those in Noah’s Ark, 

Noah sends out a raven to see if the waters have receded, but the bird does not return to 

him.  The poet explains that “se feond gespearn    fleotende hreaw,”
37

 [the fiend perched    

on the floating corpses] a detail not in the Scripture.  Probably, as Doane writes, the poet 

                                                
35 Ibid 1324-1326. 

 
36 Bede, In Gen. 2.1169-1176. 

 
37 Ibid 1447. 
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had in mind a passage from Augustine, who writes, “cadaueri potuit coruus insidere,”
38

 

[the raven was able to settle upon the corpse] or some similar teaching.  Again, the 

tradition has already become part of the Text for the poet and, as it so happens, it fits 

rather well with the raven as it appears in Germanic poetry—the bird of ill-omen that 

settles on the fallen warriors after the battle.  

 In another passage, the poet emphasizes the righteousness of Lot as he dwelt 

among the Sodomites, whose ways were hateful to God: 

      Æfre ne wolde 

þam leodþeawum    Loth onfon, 

ac he þære mægðe    monwisan fleah, 

þeah þe he on þam lande    lifian sceolde, 

facen and fyrene,    and hine fægre heold, 

þeawfæst and geþyldig    on þam þeodscipe, 

emne þon gelicost,    lara gemyndig, 

þe he ne cuðe    hwæt þa cynn dydon.
39

 

 

[Ever Lot wished not 

to receive    the people’s customs 

but he fled from the    habits of those people, 

though he in that land    must live, 

the deceit and the wickedness,    but he held himself justly, 

righteous and patient    in that nation 

just as if,    mindful of teaching, 

he knew not    what that kindred did.] 

 

Genesis gives no indication about Lot’s way of life amongst the Sodomites beyond his 

hospitality to the angels who come to destroy the city.  In his second epistle, St. Peter 

wrote that God, “delivered just Lot, oppressed by the injustice and lewd conversation of 

the wicked.  For in sight and hearing he was just: dwelling among them, who from day to 

                                                
38 Augustine Quaestionem in Heptateuchum Libri Septem in CCSL 33 (Turnhout: Brepols, 1958), 

1.13.151. 

 
39 Genesis 1937b-1944 
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day vexed the just soul with unjust works.”
40

  From this verse, according to Bede, it may 

be inferred that Lot could not be corrupted by the wickedness of the Sodomites, but, 

blessed by God, he dwelt even in a city of such great wickedness with pure eyes and 

ears.
41

 

 In Genesis B, most of the material is less traditional, including Lucifer’s speeches 

and the account of the temptation, fall, and repentance of Adam and Eve.  Yet there are 

still present the signs of an author formed by the tradition of monastic exegesis.  For 

example, the creation and fall of the angels was held to have happened prior to the 

creation of the earth.  While the earth was created void and empty at first, the heavens 

were created filled with the hosts of angels, who turned at once to their Creator in 

worship or, in the case of Lucifer and his followers, away from Him into the abyss.
42

  

Doane, in his editions of Genesis A and the Saxon Genesis, and J. M. Evans, in his 

article, “Genesis B and Its Background,” have dealt in detail with the account of the fall 

of the angels in Genesis B and its sources in the exegetical tradition; I pass over the topic, 

therefore, with a few brief notes.
43

   

The story of Lucifer’s fall is well-attested in hexameral commentary, stemming 

from the interest of both Jewish and early Christians in the story, which finds its basis in 

the exegesis of such passages as Isaiah 14:11-15 and is developed in detail in such 

                                                
40 2 Peter 2:7-8. 

 
41 Bede In Gen. 3.1314-1342; see also Bede In Epistulas Septem Catolicas 3.2.125-142 in CCSL 

121 (Turnhout: Brepolis, 1983).  I could speak here of the Sacrifice of Isaac episode, which bears the marks 

of a monastic interpretation, but will delay until my discussion of the passage’s engagement with the 

Anglo-Saxon heroic tradition in chapter four. 

 
42 See Origen In Gen. hom.1.2; Augustine De Genesi ad Litteram libri duodecim  in PL 34 (Paris: 

J.-P. Migne, 1845), 11.2.4, 24.31; Bede In Gen. 1.34-74; see also Doane Genesis A 225, 227-228 and The 

Saxon Genesis (Madison: University of Wisconsin, 1991). 116. 

 
43 Doane Genesis A and The Saxon Genesis; in the latter, see especially 116-153.  J. M. Evans, 

“Genesis B and Its Background.” The Review of English Studies 14. (1963): 1–16, 113–123.  
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apocryphal literature as the Book of Enoch.
44

  Since the poet was familiar with this 

tradition, and possibly with the Book of Enoch itself, he was able to compose a unique 

version of the tale while maintaining such well-established elements as Lucifer’s primary 

vice, pride, expressed by the devil in language similar to that found in Isaiah 14.  In 

Genesis B, for instance, Lucifer declares, “Ic mæg wesan god swa he,”
45

 [I may be God 

like He] a phrase very close in language to Isaiah 14:14: “I will be like the most High.”  

The connection between the Vulgate and the exegetical tradition and Genesis B, while 

obscured by many untraditional details, is nevertheless quite certain.   

All that appears in the poem, moreover, is catechetical in intent.  The tale of 

Lucifer’s inward-turning, prideful thoughts, and his failure to give thanks to God for the 

beauty, strength, and intelligence in which he boasts is a warning to the audience of 

Genesis.  Talents, cleverness, strength in battle, and nobility are all gifts from God.  Men 

must not act in haughtiness as though they had gained such things themselves—they must 

worship the true Giver of all good things.  Men owe worship to the Lord and ought to live 

as His servants, seeking not to gain power or prestige at the expense of others, but 

dwelling on earth humbly and devoutly as thanes of the Most High.  In the account of the 

fall of Adam and Eve, the poem explains why it is that they world is filled with winds 

                                                
44 Doane Genesis A 227-228.  Isaiah 14:11-15 says, “Thy pride is brought down to hell, thy 

carcass is fallen down: under thee shall the moth be strewed, and worms shall be thy covering.  How art 

thou fallen from heaven, O Lucifer, who didst rise in the morning? how art thou fallen to the earth, that 

didst wound the nations?  And thou sadist in thy heart: I will ascend into heaven, I will exalt my throne 

above the stars of God, I will sit in the mountain of the covenant, in the sides of the north.  I will ascend 

above the height of the clouds, I will be like the most High.  But yet thou shalt be brought down to hell, 

into the depth of the pit.”  With regards to the Book of Enoch see Frederick M. Biggs, Sources of Anglo-

Saxon Literary Culture: The Apocrypha (Kalamazoo: Medieval Institute, 2007), 8-9; Daniel Anzelark, 

“The Fall of the Angles in Solomon and Saturn II” and Elizabeth Coatsworth, “The Book of Enoch and 
Anglo-Saxon Art,” both in Apocryphal Texts and Traditions in Anglo-Saxon England, eds. Kathryn Powell 

and Donald Scragg (Cambridge: D.S. Brewer, 2003), 121-150. 

 
45 Genesis 283; I will deal with this passage in more depth in chapter four. 
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and cold storm, why the sun blazes hot, and why men must toil to sustain themselves.  All 

that is troubling about the world has its origin in the proud rebellion of Lucifer and of 

Adam and Eve.  And Genesis B ends with a depiction of our first parents repenting of 

their sin and seeking the mercy of their Father, thereby teaching the right response to 

human error—contrition, humility, and prayer for daily bread.  All of these teachings may 

be found in the Scriptures and in the doctrines of the Church. 

This discussion of the monastic elements of Genesis is by no means exhaustive.  

Yet it is sufficiently clear that the poets who composed Genesis A and B had been formed 

by their monastic culture.  Their poems reflect their absorption of the Church Fathers and 

the Scriptures, so that the Text before them, upon which Genesis is founded, was for 

them not only written letters, the artifacts of human culture.  For them, the Text was the 

Book of the Church, the Divine Word infused by its true Author with meaning beyond 

human intent or perception, discoverable in its fullness only by the guidance of the Spirit.  

This Book was inextricable from the patristic exegetical tradition—the Tradition of the 

Church was the subtext of the Word, the gloss upon the Divine Revelation.  That gloss 

had become a part of the Text itself; it was the mediation and prayer of men into whom 

the Word had entered and whose words were thus echoes and repetitions of the Word 

beyond all words.  This is the Text that lay before the poets; this is the Book that is 

translated by Genesis.  And at the center of that Book of the Church is the Incarnate 

Christ, who, having revealed Himself through created things, human scribes, the events 

of salvation history, and most perfectly as the Man on the Cross, is revealed again by the 

words of the Church in worshipful response to the Word.  It is this Word who was Life to 

our poets, who was their meditation and their Master, who had transformed their souls, 
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and who is thus evident in Genesis—the Book of the Church and of Tradition now 

translated into the language and poetic culture of the Anglo-Saxons.
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CHAPTER THREE 

 

Re-interpreting the Beginning 

 

 

 In addition to utilizing the language of the poetic tradition, the Genesis poets 

respond in their poems to the substance of the tradition itself.  This will be the concern of 

this and the following chapter.  In particular, in this chapter, I will consider how the poet 

is consciously responding to the story of the world’s beginning in Germanic myth and to 

its accompanying cosmology.  Part of the work of catechesis was the compassionate 

correction of error, and an error in such matters as the nature of the world, the gods, and 

the beginning of both was fundamental.  In order to see how it is that the poet is 

introducing a new thought to the Anglo-Saxons in his characterization of the beginning 

and its implications for explaining the condition of the world and its peoples, it is 

necessary to discuss what the Anglo-Saxons would have believed about the origin of the 

world.  In order to do this, we must turn to Snorri Sturluson’s “Gylfaginning,” in his 

Prose Edda, in which he gives an account of the way the world began in Germanic myth.  

The Anglo-Saxons, after all, would have shared largely the same body of myth as the 

other Germanic and Norse peoples
1
, and there is good reason to believe that Snorri’s 

version of the beginning was, in most aspects, faithful to the early Germanic tradition.
2
  

Thus, the cosmology depicted in Snorri’s tale is likely a very near approximation to what 

                                                
1 Wilson, The Lost Literature of Medieval England (London: Methuen, 1952), 10. 

 
2 Davidson, Gods and Myths of the Viking Age (New York: Bell Publishing Co., 1981), 199. 
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would have been the worldview of the pagan Anglo-Saxons.
3
  While I am dealing in 

detail with a beginning-myth that is probably not the same as the cosmology of the 

Anglo-Saxons in all aspects, the points that I am making on the basis of the story stand, I 

think, nevertheless. 

In the Norse myth, the first being, the evil Rime-Giant Ymir, arises when the 

frozen venom from the North of the universe melts in the midst of the Void in the heat of 

the Southern fires of Múspellheim.  The rime, building upon itself and thus extending 

itself into the emptiness between the Ice and the Fire, can grow no further, and the 

unintended consequence of its melting is the first creature.
4
 

 There are four points to be made here.  The first is that the essential nature of the 

cosmos in Germanic myth is conflict.  In the beginning, all that existed was the fount of 

Ice and the realm of Fire, and these realms stood in fundamental opposition to one 

another—an opposition not born of hostility, but intrinsic to nature.  It is a conflict of 

essences, neither good nor bad, but the basic way in which the world exists.  Northern 

Europe, of course, is a bleak and hard place, caught between the warmth of the South and 

the cold of the polar regions.  In this land of the North, where men are as hard as ice, life 

is far from easy and far from sure.  For the farmers of the Germanic peoples simply to 

eke out a living in their lands was struggle enough, to say nothing of the numerous battles 

and feuds recorded in histories and in poetry.  That such a land should produce a 

cosmology with its origins in war is hardly surprising. 

                                                
3 See Appendix.  In the discussion that follows we will be dealing with a specific beginning-myth 

that, while perhaps not existing among the Anglo-Saxons in the same form, is nevertheless, I think, a fitting 
starting-point for a discussion of the Germanic pagans’ worldview and their ideas about the world’s 

beginning. 

 
4 Sturluson, The Prose Edda, trans. Arthur Gilchrist Brodeur (New York: The American-

Scandinavian Foundation, 1916), 17-18. 
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 There is no balance in this primordial opposition, moreover, for the Fire of 

Múspellheim is stronger than the Ice.  The Fire’s powers of destruction, of undoing, 

overcome the Ice’s power of generation and halt its positive progress into the Void.  The 

generation of giants and gods from the Ice, and the subsequent work of the gods in 

making Miðgarð and Ásgarð, may all be seen as extensions of the generative force of the 

Ice, which extends itself into beings when it can no longer extend itself into the Void.  

Yet in the end, at Ragnarök, the Fire will raze all of the works of the gods and will leave 

the world in ashes.
5
  Thus, the cosmos is not characterized by a dualistic conflict of equal 

forces, but by a sort of last stand of ‘making’ against ‘unmaking,’ of formation against 

destruction, of growth against laying waste—a last stand that takes the form of all that is, 

the world and all of her creatures.  In the earth’s final hour, the force of destruction shall 

triumph, and heaven and earth shall be consumed by flames.
6
  The history of mankind 

and the nature of the world both reflect this greater cosmic story of the inevitably futile 

struggle against destruction: all lords and kingdoms of the earth must fall in the end, all 

heroes are eventually slain, and all men meet their doom, no matter the goodness or 

fortitude of their deeds.  Winter returns to undo the flourishing of spring and summer, the 

long-ago halls of once-magnificent kings lie now in ruins, and the king, who in his time 

brought wealth and peace and happiness to his thanes, is but a barrow on the sea-cliff’s 

brink.  This theme recurs throughout Germanic myth; it is the great fact of existence.  

Thus, the Germanic world is characterized by conflict that must end in death—a tragic 

and futile, if brave, last stand against the impossible foe.  We shall see later how this has 

                                                
5 Ibid 19; 80-81.  

 
6Ibid 82-83.  
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much to do with Germanic heroic virtue.  The point here, however, is that the nature of 

the cosmos is that of a tragic struggle over all of which hangs a sense of doom.
7
 

 The second point to make about the beginning of the world is that the world was 

not intended to happen—it is an accident (in both the common and metaphysical senses) 

of the opposition of Ice and Fire, and so is a mere product of necessity, purposed by 

none.
8
  Existence, then, is not a gift given to a man, but a fate that befalls him.  The 

distinction is crucial.  It was by chance, or luck, that the cosmos came into being; just so, 

it is by chance, or luck, that any one person is born in certain circumstances or among 

certain kin and doomed to meet a certain end.  A man, therefore, is beholden to none for 

his life or for the life of the world around him, but must make the best of things by calling 

upon this or that god for protection or victory, by facing whatever fate is his with 

courage, and by working for his own advantage and honor or that of his kinsmen.  

 The third point has to do with the first being, Ymir the Rime-Giant.  This first of 

all living things is an evil creature, the progenitor of the race of giants, who are ever the 

enemies of the gods.  Not only is evil thus first among living beings, but it is also natural 

to the cosmos.  Ymir was not deceived into error, nor did he choose to live evilly—he 

was evil when he was generated from the melting venom.
9
  In Germanic myth, there is no 

                                                
7 That the living struggle against destruction and death is, of course, only the ultimate sense of the 

conflict.  The Germanic myths are all about the conflicts amongst the living, between the gods and the 

giants, between men and their enemies, and between women and men—revenge, feuds, and invasions.  

Nevertheless, the point stands: conflict, and doom thereby, are essential to the world.  The tragic heroic lays 

and elegies of Germanic poetry are all characterized by this sort of struggle.  Related to this is the idea of 

wyrd, usually translated “fate,” which directed the destinies of men and gods in Germanic myth and was 

unavoidable, almost necessary.  Much of the virtue of a Germanic hero is in doing heroic deeds even in the 

face of this doom, of attaining glory not by subverting wyrd but by facing it with courage and honor in such 

a way that one’s fame will remain after death.  This will become important in my discussion of heroic 
virtues below. 

 
8 The similarity to a modern scientific cosmology is uncanny. 

 
9 Sturluson, The Prose Edda 18 
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overt sense of the world or any of its creatures as having fallen from a higher state.  

Conflict and evil are native to the cosmos.  And below the foundations of the earth, 

Níðhögg, the dragon, ever gnaws at the roots of Yggdrasil, the great Ash tree of the 

worlds—darkness at the world’s foundation.
10

  Ymir, whose evil nature is ascribed to the 

venom drops from which he grew—“So it is,” writes the poet, “[the kindred of  

giants] are savage forever”
11

—is not the only being to have arisen from those drops.  The 

grandfather of the gods sprang out of the ice as well; they are of the same substance as 

the giants.
12

  This evil, this venom, is thus naturally present in all beings of the universe 

and in the very material out of which Miðgarð is formed. 

 Fourth, while Oðin is the foremost of the gods and is called the All-father, he is 

no way a supreme ruler.  It may be, perhaps, that he is stronger or cleverer than most, but 

he was not the first being and must, at times, find some clever way to save his own life 

from other, stronger beings.
13

  He may have made the earth by his might, but he did not 

make the universe, which existed before him and will exist after him.  He is but an 

accidental part of it.  There is a point at which Oðin comes into being, and so he has no 

essential authority over the cosmos—any power that he does have is not by virtue of a 

fundamental supremacy, but rather by virtue of the advantage that his might or his craft 

gives him over others, shown forth most clearly in the making of Miðgarð.
14

 

                                                
10 Ibid 30. 

 
11 Qtd. in ibid 18. 

 
12 Ibid 18. 

 
13 See, for example, The Prose Edda 151. 

 
14 “And this is my belief, that he, Oðin, with his brothers, must be ruler of heaven and earth; we 

hold that he must be so called; so is that man called whom we know to be mightiest and most worthy of 

honor, and ye do well to let him be so called.”  Ibid 19, italics mine. Oðin is called ruler of heaven and 
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 Moreover, there is a point at which Oðin will meet his end, along with many of 

the other Æsir.  At Ragnarök, Oðin is fated to be devoured by the monstrous wolf 

Fenrir—evil and destruction shall consume him, and he shall not overcome them.  Tyr 

will be slain by the hound Garm, Thor by the Miðgarð Serpent, Heimdall by Loki, Freyr 

by Surt, and after all of this, the world shall burn and drown.  H. R. Ellis Davidson asserts 

that this is an eternal cycle of growth and destruction;
 15

 thus, one can assume that in 

some unseen, future time, the remaining gods will meet their doom as well.  The Æsir are 

not eternal beings, but are bound by the same movement of time and fate that bind all 

other things, save only the primordial heat and cold that clash in the Void.  The gods, too, 

shall die.  Just as they gained their kingdom through battle, so in battle shall they fall.  

 The gaining of the gods’ kingdom is the concern of the next part of the myth.  

Oðin and his two brothers together slay Ymir, then take his corpse into the middle of the 

Void and make the earth with it.  They pour out his blood for the sea, form the land from 

his flesh, make with his bones the mountains and stones, and use his skull for the dome of 

heaven.  They throw sparks from Múspellheim into the heavens for stars and set the Sun 

and her brother, the Moon, in the sky.  Finally, Oðin and his brothers form the first two 

human beings out of trees that they found on the seashore.  One gives them spirit, the 

                                                                                                                                            
earth not because he made them, but because he is the mightiest being in them. Note the Hobbesian quality 

of the world of which these beings are a part—authority and supremacy are not intrinsic qualities, nor 

fundamental to any of the gods.  They belong to whoever wrests that authority for himself.  Thus, Oðin and 

his brothers become rulers of heaven and earth by overthrowing the Rime-Giants, who existed first, and by 
creating a realm in which they are the strongest beings, in which they dominate because no one else is as 

strong as they, with a few exceptions which make for some entertaining stories in the Poetic and Prose 

Edda. 

 
15 Davidson, Gods and Myths of the Viking Age 202. 
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next wit and feeling, and the third sight, hearing, form, and speech.
16

  When the gods 

build Ásgarð at the center of the earth, the work of making the world is complete. 

 Here there are three points to make.  The first is that it cannot really be said that 

the gods created the world.  Rather, they crafted it out of the corpse of Ymir.  Indeed, the 

gods have no powers of creation in Germanic myth, and must often rely upon the 

dwarves or giants to craft things for them.  Second, the crafting of Miðgarð is an act of 

heroic might on the part of Oðin and his brothers, a deed to bring them glory.  Together, 

they triumph over their powerful enemy; they slay the ancient monster, a deed 

characteristic of many of the great Germanic heroes, including Böðvar Bjarki, Sigurð 

Fafnirsbane, and Beowulf.
17

  Oðin and his brothers, and, indeed, all of the Æsir after 

them, are essentially Germanic heroes writ large.  In order that their word-fame will stand 

for as long as the earth remains, even after they have fallen in battle—for what hero of 

the Germanic lays did not desire glory after death and the immortality of fame?—they 

made from the slain giant’s body a world, a fortress with walls, a seat of glory and of 

war.  They have overthrown the first living being and made for themselves a kingdom in 

the midst of the Void, and at its center they raise the wondrous halls of Ásgarð. 

 Third, in the myth, the crafting of man and woman seems almost a whim: the 

gods happen upon two trees on the beach and decide on the spot to give them life, 

consciousness, and form.  Humans are not made purposefully—the gods, while they craft 

humans with more care than any other creature, say nothing to them, nor show much care 

for them afterwards, nor give them so much as a motive for having made them.  Instead, 

                                                
16 Sturluson The Prose Edda 19-21, 23. 

 
17 See, respectively, The Saga of King Hrolf Kraki, “Fafnismol,” in the Poetic Edda, and, of 

course, Beowulf. 
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without further ado, they leave the humans in this new realm of Miðgarð, in a world 

founded upon strife, made out of the very corpse of war, scorched with the heat of the 

South and frozen with the cold of the North—a world ruled by powerful and 

disingenuous deities, a hard world, made by the gods with little higher purpose than 

Beowulf’s in proudly displaying the gory arm of Grendel on Hrothgar’s mead-hall.  It is a 

world characterized by unending strife, and men are placed in it to no clear end by the 

gods.  Instead, their doom is decided by Fate.  To men it is left to gain for themselves 

what renown and happiness they can while yet they live.  They are given a wyrd, but no 

telos; a fate, even a goal, perhaps, but no vocatio.  The distinction is a fine one, but 

crucial. 

 This, then, is the world of the Germanic myths: it is a world with its origins in a 

fundamental conflict of opposing, impersonal forces, a tragic struggle of life against 

destruction that manifests itself in the adventures (and misadventures) of the gods, the 

heroic lays, and in the daily life of individuals.  All of this takes place in the shadow of 

wyrd, of fate and unavoidable doom.  This world is a mere accident and, consequently, so 

also are all of its creatures.  Evil is intrinsic to it.  There is no supreme god, but only 

stronger and weaker, cleverer and less clever beings.  Some of these stronger and cleverer 

beings—the first Æsir—shape the earth out of their fallen enemy’s corpse in a deed of 

power and triumphant might in order to show their strength and to seize for themselves a 

kingdom.  Into their kingdom, Miðgarð, they place mankind, given wit, sense, soul, and 

form, but no clear end; they live at the mercy of the gods’ whims and the Fates’ decrees 

in a land scourged by the harsh elements and war.
18

 

                                                
18 This cosmology is inevitably bound up with the Germanic peoples’ way of life.  If one’s life is 

fated to end in a certain way and at a certain time, then the truly noble man will neither flee nor quail, but 



 

39 

 

 With regards to religious practices, there was no universal or fixed set of beliefs 

and rituals among the various Germanic tribes.
19

  Their religion seems primarily to have 

been one of appeasement.  This or that ritual would bring fertility to the fields, such and 

such a sacrifice would please Oðin, a certain sign or symbol on a house, tombstone, or 

sword would ensure Thor’s protection.  Some gods were loved and others mistrusted, but 

all were called upon to give help in battle, at birth, during daily life, at marriage, and in 

death.  In a world full of powers far stronger than oneself, it makes sense to call upon 

those powers who can be swayed to grant success or protection when life is full of 

uncertainty and peril.
20

 

 What was the case among the Germanic peoples was, more or less, the case 

among the Anglo-Saxons.  These peoples brought their pagan beliefs with them over the 

North Sea from the continent.
21

  The evidence points to the Anglo-Saxon’s participation 

in the religious rituals of their kin on the mainland, and to a roughly shared pantheon of 

gods and body of myth.  It is in the context of this cosmology, beginning-myth, and daily 

way of life, then, that we shall consider the account of Creation in the Old English 

Genesis. 

                                                                                                                                            
will face his fate with fortitude and unflinching gaze.  He will make the best of his fate for himself and his 

kin, that his word-fame may endure after him and that his kin may dwell in safety in his absence.  Courage 

and loyalty, then, form two of the pillars of the system of heroic virtue, pillars that are affirmed by the 

Christians as good and right.  As in all lands and times, there is better hope of glory, peace, friendship, and 

happiness in community, and so loyalty to one’s companions, and especially to one’s lord, is also of great 

importance. 

 
19 Davidson, Gods and Myths of the Viking Age 14. 

 
20 For a detailed discussion of Germanic religion, see Davidson’s Gods and Myths of the Viking 

Age.  This fact helps us to understand the complaint of the King Edwin’s wise man in Bede’s Historia 

Ecclesiastica, section XIII, not just that the old religion told them nothing of what was beyond mortal life, 
an interesting statement in itself, but that even a devoted adherent of the gods did not benefit from his 

devotion—that is, the gods did not keep their word; even the rituals and sacrifices did not give one their 

protection or help. 

 
21 Davidson, Gods and Myths 11.  
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The first lines of the poem run thus: 

Us is riht micel    ðæt we rodera weard, 

wereda wuldorcining,    wordum herigen, 

modum lufien!
22

 

 

[It is very right for us    that we the Guardian of the heavens, 

the Glory-king of the host    with words should glorify, 

with minds should love!] 

 

The poet begins by declaring not that it is to our benefit, but that it is right that we give 

praise to God and that we love Him.  Here is already an instructive contrast to the religion 

of the Anglo-Saxons with its focus on appeasing the gods or getting their help.  God 

ought to be praised not because He will otherwise be angry, nor because that is how to 

get Him to guard one’s house or ship, but because He is, as the poet writes, “heafod ealra    

heahgesceafta / frea ælmihtig,”
23

 [the head of all of the noble Creation    the Almighty 

Master].  Unlike the Æsir, God is the head, or source, of all Creation, and He is utterly 

separate from and higher than it.  He is ruler of all not merely because He is stronger and 

cleverer than others, like Oðin, as though He were only one being among others, but 

because He was before all, is higher than all, and remains God by virtue of Himself.  He 

is eternal; all else is measured by Him and has its source in Him. 

 Note well, then, what the poet declares next: 

  Næs him fruma æfre 

or geworden,    ne nu ende cymþ 

ecean drihtnes,    ac he bið a rice 

ofer heofenstolas.
24

 

                                                
22 Genesis 1-3a.  

 
23 Genesis 4-5a. 

 
24 Ibid 5b-8a. 
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  [There was not ever a beginning for Him 

or a becoming,    nor now comes an end 

of the Eternal Lord,    but He is (or will be)
25

 eternally in dominion 

over the heaven-thrones.] 

 

Oðin had a beginning, a moment of becoming, and he shall have an end as well—his 

kingdom shall fail.  Not so with the Eternal Lord: He had no creator, but created all; there 

is no doom fated for Him, but He is ruler over Fate.   He had no beginning and He will 

have no end; there is no bound to His power or rule.  He is the Supreme and Eternal Ruler 

in a way that neither Oðin, nor any other god, can be. 

 The next lines of the poem tell how God, “soðfæst and swiðfeorm,” trustworthy 

and self-sufficient, established the heavens by His power for the angels.
26

  There are a 

few points of difference worth noting here between God and the Germanic pantheon.  

This first is that God is trustworthy and righteous.  Almost none of the Germanic gods are 

either.  Time and again, they break their oaths and trick giants and men alike.  Their 

motives are revealed over and over to be essentially self-centered.  God, on the other 

hand, created the heavens not for word-fame, but as an act of generosity and charity—He 

held it for the angels, “wuldres bearnum,” for the children of glory, not for Himself.
27

  He 

was not seeking a kingdom or glory, for He lacks nothing.  He is utterly complete in 

Himself, the superabundance of good and perfection.  Instead, out of His perfect 

                                                
25 Interestingly, Old English, not unlike Hebrew, only has two tenses: past and present.  The third-

person present “bið” may, therefore, be translated either as ‘is’ or ‘will be.’  One could make the case that 

the poet has picked up on, and is imitating, the purposeful ambiguity of the Hebrew name for God in 

Exodus 3:14, which may mean I AM WHO I AM or I WILL BE WHO I WILL BE.  Something of God’s 

eternity is communicated by this name, and Old English, unlike Modern English, is able to imitate this 
aspect of the Scripture’s language. 

 
26 Ibid 9a. 

 
27 Genesis 11b. 
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goodness, He created a home and filled it with children so that they might have life, and 

have it to the full—in creating, He extended to His creatures an invitation to flourishing. 

 And so God created the angels: 

   Hæfdon gleam and dream, 

and heora ordfruman,    engla þreatas, 

beorhte blisse.    Wæs heora blæd micel!
28

 

 

   [They had joy and mirth, 

and from their beginning-point,  the hosts of angels, 

bright bliss.    Their splendor was great!] 

 

How far removed does this seem from the strange and joyless battle of the universe’s first 

days in Germanic myth!  In that story, there was no gladness, no splendor, no bliss or 

brightness in the beginning.  There was only ice and fire, evil and bloodshed.  Over all 

hung the shadow of death, the gloom of fate, and the chaos of battle.  The poet of Genesis 

tells a different tale.  Here there is light and glory, joy and dream, that is, ‘music’ or 

‘mirth’.  The image is not one of heroic deities at war, but of the Lord in his hall, 

surrounded by His thanes—a hall filled with warmth and light, singing and celebration.  

It is a home, unbroken by violence or treachery.  And, in fact, the next lines bear witness 

to this comparison: 

Þegnas þrymfæste    þeoden heredon, 

sægdon lustum lof,    heora liffrean 

demdon, drihtnes    dugeþum wæron 

swiðe gesælige.    Synna ne cuþon, 

firena fremman,    ac hie on friðe lifdon, 

ece mid heora aldor.
29

 

 

[The glory-fast thanes    extolled the King, 

spoke praise with pleasure,    their Life-lord 

held worthy, the Lord’s    noble host were 

                                                
28 Ibid 12b-14. 

 
29 Ibid 15-20a. 
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greatly blessed.    Enmity they knew not, 

nor sins to commit,    but they lived in peace, 

eternal with their Ruler.] 

 

Note how the poet speaks of the angels as ‘thanes,’ and of God as ‘þeoden,’ that is, the 

Lord of the troop or the people.  Thus, at the beginning, there was community unbroken 

and the comitatus was as it ought to be—the knights praised and obeyed their King, who 

blessed them with a glad home.  There was no enmity, no feuding, no evil, no conflict, 

but only peace and eternal rejoicing amidst the harmonious music of all things in right 

relation to all things else. 

 In this passage, God is called liffrean, ‘Life-lord,’ for He creates and sustains the 

life in all things.  He is not the God of slaughter like Oðin and his brothers, to whom 

criminals and war-captives were sacrificed by the pagans.
30

  But the Lord is Life, and 

superabundance of Life; that Life was the Light of all things in the beginning, and still 

sustains all things.  And so the cosmos was created in harmony, characterized by light 

and joy. 

 But that harmony was broken and sorrow was mixed with joy, not by the Supreme 

Lord nor by any natural cause, but by treachery—a crime that the Old English would 

already have recognized as the destroyer of the comitatus in many of the ancient lays.  

More precisely, and more instructively, however, the first sin was that of pride, and this, 

for the Old English, was something new.  Pride, audacity, and boasting were often 

                                                
30 See Davidson, Gods and Myths 48-72. 
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characteristic of the legendary heroes;
31

 indeed, the gods themselves established Miðgarð 

as a work of pride.  I shall have more to say on this below. 

 Here is the poet’s account of that breaking of harmony: 

   Elles ne ongunnon 

ræran on roderum    nymþe riht and soþ, 

ærðon engla weard    for oferhygde 

dwæl on gedwilde.    Noldan dreogan leng 

heora selfra ræd,    ac hie of siblufan 

godes ahwurfon.    Hæfdon gielp micel 

þæt hie wið drihtne    dælan meahton 

wuldorfæstan wic    werodes þrymme, 

sid and swegltorht.    Him þær sar gelamp, 

æfst and oferhygd,    and þæs engles mod 

þe þone unræd ongan    ærest fremman, 

wefan and weccean,    þa he worde cwæð, 

niþes ofþyrsted,    þæt he on norðdæle 

ham and heahsetl    heofena rices 

agan wolde.
32

 

 

   [None began 

to raise in the heavens    anything but righteousness and justice, 

until the prince of the angels    because of pride 

led them astray into folly.    They wished no longer to work 

their own benefit,    but they from the favor 

of God turned.    They boasted greatly 

that they with the Lord    were able to divide 

the glory-fast dwelling,    wide and heaven-bright, 

by the might of the host.    Sorrow befell them there, 

the envy and pride,    and the mind of that angel 

who began that shameful plan    first to make, 

to weave and to craft,    then he spoke with word, 

thirsting for war,    that he in the north-region 

of the kingdom of the heavens    a house and a high-seat 

desired to obtain.] 

 

                                                
31 There is, for example, the boasting of Beowulf at the hall of Hrothgar, of Siegfried in the 

Niebelungenlied (see, e.g., pp. 23-24).  As for the gods, there is Thor’s boasting in the “Lokasenna” (Prose 

Edda 169-172); see also the Prose Edda 63-66. 

 
32 Genesis 20b-34a. 
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The poet goes on to tell how God deprived the devil and his followers of all the blessing 

and favor that they once held, and made hell as a punishment for their treacherous pride.  

When the evil-doers had been cast into the fire, peace was restored in the heavens. 

 I pass over, for the moment, the pride and boasting of Satan and his host, and note 

that the poet is careful to teach that evil is not native to the cosmos.  It was introduced 

through disobedience into a world that was originally created in harmony as an act of 

love.  This evil that came through pride and sin is the source of sorrow and conflict in the 

world.  Additionally, the conflict is not that of innately-opposed impersonal forces, but is 

that of a servant rebelling against his rightful Lord.  Therefore, evil and conflict are 

departures from the original order of the universe. 

 Satan’s motives in rebelling, moreover, are similar to Oðin’s in making Miðgarð.  

Satan’s goal is to establish a kingdom for himself to rival God’s, and he and his host 

boast that they may easily overcome their foe.  Their goal is the same as the goal of Oðin 

and his brothers in slaying Ymir.  They sought to overthrow a being who had existed 

before them in order to establish for themselves a kingdom; their triumph provided them, 

quite literally, with the means to do so.  Satan, like Oðin, is a Germanic hero writ large.  

While Oðin’s victory resulted in the making of a world that reflected the innate conflict 

of the cosmos, Satan’s rebellion ultimately resulted in the falling of man and nature into a 

similar, but unnatural state of conflict. 

 But the Creator of all things cannot be overthrown.  He is not like the Germanic 

gods who must preserve their dominion through force or trickery lest some more 

powerful being cast them down.  The Lord, unlike the Æsir, is truly the Supreme Ruler, 

and all things are necessarily subject to Him.  He is not merely the most powerful among 
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beings, but is the Beginning and the End of all things, the All-Powerful to whom none 

other compares, and in whom all have their existence.  Thus, in the world of Genesis, 

there is indeed a distinct order to the universe, and God is outside that order, ruling over 

it and directing His world through it.  Therefore the poet writes: 

   Ne mihton hygelease, 

mæne wið metode,    mægyn bryttigan, 

ac him se mæra    mod getwæfde, 

bælc forbigde.
33

 

 

   [Nor were the thoughtless, 

the false against the Measurer,   able to conquer the Mighty, 

but the Great One    bewildered pride, 

bent down arrogance.] 

 

 As a punishment for the traitors, God creates hell, filled with “fyre and færcyle.”
34

  

Into this “wræclicne ham,”
35

 the Almighty casts the devil and his followers, where they 

have great suffering and where their pride is made low.  Heaven is left in peace, as 

before—“fægre freoþoþeawas,”
36

 fair peaceful-disposition, that is, peace that is 

customary or habitual, peace that is original.  All is fair and flourishing as it was intended 

to be.  For evil is a passing and temporary thing; it shall be defeated in the end.  The 

Good is the supreme and the eternal.  There is no endless cycle here of growth and 

destruction, no doomed world or gods.  The story of the beginning in Genesis is the story 

of God restoring His cosmos to fullness, wholeness, and flourishing.  This tale of the rise 

and defeat of evil, and of a return to peace, prefigures the course of all of human 

history—it is the prologue to a story that will develop upon similar lines. 

                                                
33 Ibid 51b-54a. 

 
34 Ibid 43. 

 
35 Ibid 37a; translated means, “exile home.” 

 
36 Ibid 79a. 
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 The Creation of the earth and of man is the form of God’s project of redemption.  

It is not, importantly, an extension of the preceding conflict, as is the earth in Germanic 

myth.  After the devil was expelled, the heavens were again at peace, and God’s intention 

in making mankind, writes the poet, was to repopulate the heavens, to share that peace 

with other creatures, and to restore what the sin of the devil diminished: 

Þa þeahtode    þeoden ure 

modgeþonce,    hu he þa mæran gesceaft, 

eðelstaðolas    eft gesette, 

swegltorhtan seld,    selran werode, 

þa hie gielpsceaþan    ofgifen hæfdon, 

heah on heofenum.    Forþam halig god 

under roderas feng,    ricum mihtum, 

wolde þæt him eorðe    and uproder 

and sid wæter    geseted wurde 

woruldgesceafte    on wraðra gield, 

þara þe forhealdene    of hleo sende.
37

 

 

[Then Our King    considered 

with a mind-plan    how he that glorious creation, 

the heaven-dwellings    might settle again, 

the glory-bright hall,    with a better host, 

which those pride-fiends    had given up, 

high in the heavens.    Therefore Holy God 

undertook beneath the heavens,    with great might, 

willed that for Him the earth    and the high-heaven 

and the wide water    should become established 

the world-creation    in recompense for the perverse, 

for those who, rebelling,    the Lord cast from Him.] 

 

It is evident that God’s intentions are different in creating the world from those of Oðin 

and his brothers.  God is not interested in gaining glory for Himself, but in redeeming 

what has been lost and in bringing creatures to share in His goodness.  It is a work of 

restoring the universe to its intended purpose—to be a home.  Thus, the cosmos has a 

telos, an end and ordering principle that is absent from Germanic cosmology. 

                                                
37 Genesis 93-102 
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 Moreover, this home was both unnecessary and unaccidental.  The world does not 

exist of necessity, as did the world of the Germanic peoples, but was purposely (and 

purposefully) created.  It is not a work of Fate, but of sheer generosity, a lavish gift out of 

the superabundance of God’s love.  To be alive is not merely to participate in a chain of 

necessity or luck, but to be freely sustained by the love of a Creator for a purpose. 

 Nor is mankind, for whom this world was made, simply the whim of a deity 

seeking subjects to rule.  Rather, people are created thoughtfully and with great 

consideration (modgeþonce) by a God who is necessarily the Good to whom all things 

return, and in whom all things find their completion.  Men are made for an end: to 

flourish and to dwell with God in peace and in joy.  They are made for a purpose that is 

for their own good, an idea far removed from the cosmology of Germanic myth.  Man’s 

goal is not merely to find fame before he dies, nor to appease the gods and so gain their 

protection from a hard world, but to obey his Lord and therein to find life, and life to the 

full—he has a telos. 

 All this gives the sense that the history of the cosmos is a story that is proceeding 

under the direction of its Author to a definite conclusion.  In Germanic myth, there is no 

such sense—the cosmos moves in a circle, from growth to destruction and back again.  

All of the stories of the gods and human heroes are, at best, incidental to the cyclic 

movement of the universe.  Stories merely happen along the way to the completion of the 

cycle.  And if the cosmos move only in a circle, then they really move nowhere at all.  

But the Creation in Genesis is quite different.  There is a definite end toward which the 

world is being moved by Providence, an end that is not the same as the beginning, for the 

heavens are now to be populated by people rather than only angels.  But there is a long 
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way yet to go before the conclusion.  Even if man had not fallen, God created him on 

earth, not in the heavens in which He intended them to dwell.  Therefore, the idea of a 

process of bringing them from earth to dwell with God is already implied. 

 Here, then, is the picture in Genesis of the Creation: the world is a work of art and 

an act of love by a Creator seeking not to rule but to redeem.  The earth and mankind are 

made with a telos, and their Creation thus stands at the beginning of a story that 

Providence has willed should end with their fulfillment in dwelling with Himself.  These 

handiworks of the Lord were good at their beginning, although they had yet to be drawn 

to their ultimate end.  And they were made with great care for a good end by a Supreme 

and loving Author.  He raised all things out of the shadow, out of the Flood of un-being 

and un-orderedness into light and life, and established the heavens and the earth for man 

to inhabit.
38

 

 So God sets Adam and Eve in neorxnawong,
39

 in Paradise, a garden of peace, 

safety, harmony, and fruitfulness, that they may rule over all the creatures of the land and 

the seas, and fill the earth with their children.
40

  This is the vocatio given to man by God, 

the way in which man will participate in working his own good.  This harmony, however, 

did not last—man was deceived, and fell, and was sent into exile for his disobedience, as 

the poet of Genesis B teaches.
41

  He relates the story of how a devil in the service of 

Satan journeyed out from hell to the earth and persuaded Eve to believe that he was an 

                                                
38 For the story of God’s creation of the world, or at least for what fragment of this part of the 

poem is extant, see lines 104-125 of Genesis. 

 
39 Ibid 208b. 

 
40 See ibid 195-205. 

 
41 See ibid 235-851. 
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angel of God in order to cause her to partake of the forbidden fruit of “deaðes beam.”
42

  

When she has eaten the fruit and felt the knowledge and breadth of sight it has given her, 

she is easily convinced to give it to Adam as well. 

 One of the implications of the Fall is, clearly, that man, like his home, was once 

unfallen.  He was made to do good, but wrought sorrow and sin instead, and thence are 

come all of the tears and wicked deeds of this broken world.  Those things that troubled 

the Anglo-Saxons about human life and that formed the substance of their elegies and 

legends have their origins here: the death of kinsmen and lords, the inevitability of death, 

the appearance that the world is ordered by bloodthirsty gods and heartless fate.  And 

while the Almighty works ever for man’s good, the Devil works for his ill, tempting him 

to sin, error, selfishness, and, above all, pride, so that man may become his slave.  This 

teaching about pride is crucial, and we shall return to it later. 

 Creation also fell with man, as Adam points out to Eve after they have been 

deceived into sin: 

   Nu wit hreowige magon 

sorgian for þis siðe.    Forþon he unc self bebead 

þæt wit unc wite    warian sceolden, 

hearma mæstne.    Nu slit me hunger and þurst 

bitre on breostum,    þæs wit begra ær 

wæron orsorge    on ealle tid. 

Hu sculon wit nu libban    oððe on þys lande wesan, 

gif her wind cymð,    westan oððe eastan, 

suðan oððe norðan?    Gesweorc up færeð, 

cymeð hægle scur    heofone getenge, 

færeð forst on gemang,    se byð fyrnum ceald. 

Hwilum of heofnum   hate scineð, 

blicð þeos beorhte sunne,    and wit her baru standað, 

unwered wædo.    . . . 

   To hwon sculon wit weorðan nu?
43

 

                                                
42 Ibid 478b. 

 
43 Ibid 799b-812a, 815b 
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   [Now we may mournfully 

sorrow for this lot.
44

    For this reason he himself bade us 

that we should beware    suffering for us, 

the greatest harm.    Now hunger and thirst rend me 

bitter in the breast,    for which we both before 

were free of care    at all times. 

Wherefore shall we now live    or be in this land, 

if wind comes here,    from the west or the east, 

from the south or the north?    Dark clouds fare above, 

the scourge of hail comes    oppressing from heaven, 

frost comes into our midst,    which is cruelly cold. 

Meanwhile from the heavens    heat shines, 

that bright Sun dazzles,    and we stand here bare, 

unclothed with garments    . . . 

   What shall become of us now?] 

 

Now Adam and Eve suffer in the elements and from bodily needs; now they must find 

shelter and sustenance.  This is a problem that the Old English would have been well 

acquainted with, beset as they were by chill winters, dark days of rain, the storms of the 

sea, and the heat of the summer sun.  But the reason for all this is not that the world is by 

nature a place of struggle, but that Creation has gone awry and fallen with its stewards. 

 For their disobedience, God condemns the woman to suffer the dominion of men 

and pains in childbirth, and man to toil all his life to feed himself and his family.  Adam 

and Eve are cast out of Paradise into the hard world of travail and grief, weeping as they 

leave, to seek a habitation in a land of exile.  Yet they ask that God would teach them 

how to live a better way of life, though now dwelling in a fallen world, and beseech Him 

not to forget them.
45

  Nor does He—He clothes them as they leave, and as He sends them 

forth into a strange land, He gives them hope: 

                                                
44 Siþ may also mean journey or exile, as it does in the case of line 68, where it is describing the 

going of the devil and his host from heaven into hell. 

 
45 See Genesis 847-851. 
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No hwæðre ælmihtig    ealra wolde 

Adame and Euan    arna ofteon, 

fæder æt frymðe,    þeah þe hie him from swice, 

ac he him to frofre let    hwæðere forð wesan 

hyrstedne hrof    halgum tunglum 

and him grundwelan    ginne sealed; 

het þam sinhiwum    sæs and eorðan 

tuddorteondra    teohha gehwilcre 

to woruldnytte    wæstmas fedan.
46

 

 

[Yet the Almighty    did not wish 

to withhold all dwellings    from Adam and Eve, 

Father from the beginning,    although they rebelled from him, 

but he for them as a solace allowed    still henceforth to be 

the roof ornamented    with holy stars 

and to him gave    the spacious rich ground; 

he bid for the wedded pair    the seas and the earth 

for the worldly-use    of each one of the troop 

of their progeny    their fruits to feed.] 

 

He is yet their Father, full of compassion for them and not wrath.  He is not fickle in His 

purposes as were the gods of the pagan Anglo-Saxons, nor does He require appeasement 

in His anger, nor does He utterly cut off His children when they fall.  Rather, He has 

mercy upon them, sustaining both the evil and the good.  Although the earth now bears 

thistles, poison, and thorns, it bears also fruit and grain for sustenance.  Although the 

skies grow dark with clouds and pelt the ground with hail, those same clouds quench the 

soil with rain so that all good and green things may sprout again.  And although all lands 

are now full of frosts and fires, hunger and sorrow, and men live ever in the shadow of 

ignorance and wickedness far from their eternal home, their Father in heaven has not 

forgotten them.  He remembers still His modgeþonc, His plan to redeem the heavens and 

the earth from evil, to bring men to live with Him, to finish this mysterious and mournful 

tale.  The “roof ornamented with holy stars,” is a sign of this unbroken purpose, a symbol 

                                                
46 Ibid 952-960 
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of the heavens and the unfallen angels, of the true home of all people to which, while it is 

further off now than ever before, God ever seeks to bring His children. 

 But first there will be great sorrow, and it is strange that God should allow it and 

that grief should be the road to eternal life: 

   Þæt is micel wundor 

þæt hit ece god    æfre wolde 

þeoden þolian,    þæt wurde þegn swa monig 

forlædd be þam lygenum    þe forþam larum com.
47

 

 

   [That is a great wonder 

that Eternal God    ever willed it, 

the King to suffer    that so many thanes should become 

deceived by those lies    that from those counsels came.] 

 

Note that the poet writes that “many thanes,” would be deceived by the lies of the devil, 

not just Adam and Eve; many would fall into wickedness.  And so men are not beset only 

by the evils of a fallen Nature.  After the expulsion from Eden, Eve bears two sons, Cain 

and Abel.  Cain, the older of the two, slays his younger brother in envy when God is 

more pleased by Abel’s sacrifice than by Cain’s.
48

  Here is the beginning of the great 

suffering visited by men upon one another; all of it begins with fratricide.  Many of the 

tales with which the Old English would have been familiar were concerned with the 

betrayal of kin or the breaking of kinship.  The entire Sigurð legend deals with it, and the 

theme appears also in Beowulf, Hrolf Kraki’s Saga, and in the story of Cynewulf and 

Cyneheard in the Anglo-Saxon Chronicle.  Here, with Cain and Abel, began the breaking 

of the comitatus, the fracturing of the community through pride, envy, strife, and conflict.  

Much that is troubling about human nature finds its roots in this first act of fratricide.  

                                                
47 Ibid 595b-598. 

 
48 See ibid 965-1001 
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Note that afterwards, Cain is doomed by God to be forever hateful to his kin and to never 

again enjoy the community that his deed of jealousy and violence has sundered.  

Contained herein are the seeds of Sigurð’s betrayal by his brothers-in-law, the treachery 

of Hrothgar’s nephew, the enmity between the kinsmen of Cynewulf, and the selfish acts 

that daily splinter the communities in our own lives.  This tale demonstrates that the 

disquieting legends and, indeed, the history of the Old English are a part of a greater story 

that began with fall and fratricide. 

 All in all, it seems quite clear that the poet of Genesis bore in mind the pre-

Christian legends with which he would have been familiar as he wrote his paraphrase of 

the Scriptural text, telling the story of the world’s beginning and breaking.  That he was 

responding on some level to the Germanic body of myth and the corresponding 

worldview and system of virtue will become clearer still in the following parts of our 

discussion.  The people for whom this poem was composed would likely have recognized 

many of the allusions and parallels to the old lays.   

 Ultimately, the point in all of this discussion is that the Germanic people had, in 

many ways, a right view of the world and its history, but a view that was incomplete.  

Their world was characterized by struggle and hardship.  Doubtless it was natural to see 

the deadly assaults of the elements, the mysterious cruelty of the sea, the bloodshed and 

battle of their history, and the sorrow, travail, and malice that fill the world and 

overwhelm brief times of peace and mirth as natural, and to perceive behind those evils 

the work of fickle and dangerous gods and, above all, the merciless and unavoidable 

doom of Fate.  Suffering and struggle seem more endemic to human life than Providence.  

Things certainly appear bleak for creatures who are at the mercy of the heavens, the sea, 
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the earth, and the king.  War really is the state of things at present.  Human life is in all 

nations and ages a tragedy, a defeat, ending in death regardless of fame, riches, 

friendship, or cunning.  

 But there was, writes the poet of Genesis, a long-ago time when all this was not 

so.  There was a beginning, unknown to men, in which the world was good.  And in that 

time, man chose himself rather than God and so he reaped the fruits of godlessness: his 

own insufficiency, ignorance, and self-centeredness.  This is what the poet of Genesis 

sought to convey to his people.  He sought to tell them the story before history, to 

illuminate the seedbed of their tales, of the deeds of their ancestors, and of the events of 

their daily lives.  For their sakes, he depicted the Ruler of this cosmos as the Scriptures 

present Him: Almighty, Good, Merciful—the true Father of all, who is not like the gods 

of slaughter, battle, or even fertility, who is not like any god, and whose intention is to 

redeem His fallen handiwork.  For men find themselves now in the middle of His story, 

unable to see the beginning or the end.  But He is the Beginning and the End and has 

revealed Himself to men through His Word—He has shown them his modgeþonc.  This 

changes things for the Old English.  This changes everything.  And to change everything 

was just what the poet of Genesis meant to do. 

 Such a re-interpretation of their world necessitated not least of all a change in how 

they lived in the world, a change with which we shall be concerned in the next chapter.  

Our discussion of Genesis will be interrupted for a space first, however, in order to gain a 

broader perspective on the Christian literary response to the heroes and virtues of the 

pagan Germanic lays.  Only after we have surveyed this body of poetry to which Genesis 
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belongs—a poetry that is a synthesis of both pagan and Christian themes—can we rightly 

understand the significance and power of Genesis within its tradition.
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CHAPTER FOUR 

 

Re-interpreting Heroic Virtue 

 

 

 The worldview of the Germanic peoples had much to do with their ideas of virtue, 

particularly with regards to the hero.  Of course, the monks responsible for Genesis A and 

B would have been formed by their culture’s heroic ideals and would have been familiar 

with the heroes of myth from their youth.  In Genesis they respond to the Germanic 

heroic virtues even more deliberately than to Germanic cosmology.  At the same time, 

their response was part of a more general Christian re-interpretation of the heroic virtues 

as the pagans of Anglo-Saxon England were being converted.  This had two aspects: a 

negative condemnation of heroic pride and the ruin that it wrought, as well as a positive 

re-interpretation of heroism as obedience to God rather than eagerness for renown.  The 

Genesis poets address this issue of true virtue through their characters, both heroes and 

villains, showing by their examples what virtue is and is not, where the Germanic heroic 

tradition has gone wrong, and the nature of true heroism in the Christian tradition. 

 Before examining the characters of the poem, however, we must be clearer about 

what heroic virtue means and how the Christian writers of Anglo-Saxon England were re-

interpreting it.  The Germanic outlook lent itself to a particular way of living, 

emphasizing fortitude and loyalty in the face of unalterable Fate and the shadow of doom 

hanging over all things.  The closest that the Anglo-Saxon hero could get to achieving 

immortality in this world was to gain word-fame through legendary deeds, a glory that 

would remain even if he fell in battle.  A great hero would never shrink from any battle or 

test of strength, even if he knew that he was fated to fail—he met his doom with 
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unflinching gaze, dying in hope of a glorious reputation.
1
  If Fate was to have the last 

word, he would do what he could to protect his king or kin and his own honor despite its 

decree.  The words of the retainer Byrhtwold in The Battle of Maldon are often cited as 

the great summation of the Germanic hero: “Hige sceal þe heardra    heorte þe cenre, / 

mod sceal þe mare,    þe ure mægen lytlað.” [Thought shall be the harder,    heart the 

bolder / pride shall the more be    as our strength shrinks]
2
  Better, I think, is the speech of 

Beowulf to Hrothgar after Grendel’s mother has attacked Heorot and slain Aeschere, the 

king’s friend: 

Beowulf maþelode,    bearn Ecgþeowes: 

“Ne sorga, snotor guma!    Selre bið æghwæm 

þæt he his freond wrece,    þonne he fela murne. 

Ure æghwylc sceal    ende gebidan 

worolde lifes;    wyrce se þe mote 

domes ær deaþe;    þæt bið drihtguman 

unlifgendum    æfter selest.
3
 

 

[Beowulf spoke,    the son of Ecgþeow: 

“Do not sorrow, wise man!  More fitting it is for each one 

that he avenge his friend,    than that he mourn much. 

Each of us must    await an end 

of worldly life;    let him work who may 

glory before death;    that is  

for the unliving warrior    best afterwards.] 

 

At best, such heroic virtue takes the form of the loyal thane, standing by his lord to the 

end when the battle turns against them, or of kinsmen banding together against the perils 

of life in Northern Europe, determined to protect and to aid one another, to maintain the 

safety of their community and families, and to appeal to the gods for help in their trials 

                                                
1 Cf. Magnusson, Vikings! 28-29.  

 
2 Maldon 296-297; in Kaiser, Medieval English, 136-141. 

 
3 Beowulf 1383-1389. 
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(an act that requires at least some measure of humility).  But at worst, the value placed 

upon honor by the Germanic warrior bore the fruit of pride and resulted in unwarranted 

bloodshed, deadly feuds, and needless misadventures motivated by glory-seeking or 

excessive concern for chivalry.
4
 

 Take as an example of heroic virtue the legend of Sigurð, whose story is told in 

the Poetic Edda.
5
  In the “Gripisspo,” Gripir, Sigurð’s uncle, foretells the hero’s entire 

fate—what great deeds he shall accomplish, what mistakes he will make, and how he 

shall die at the hands of his treacherous brothers-in-law.  Yet Sigurð’s response is neither 

fear nor anger; he makes no effort to change his doom, but declares, “our fates we shun 

not.”  Gripir replies to this by praising him as the noblest man who ever lived.
6
  Later on, 

in the “Fafnismol,” which tells the story of how Sigurð slew the dragon Fafnir, the 

warrior makes another instructive assertion to Regin the dwarf, who claims that the sword 

that he forged for Sigurð was the reason that he was able to kill Fafnir.  Sigurð replies 

that bravery and “heart” rather than a good sword win a fight—it is better to enter a battle 

with gladness rather than in gloom.
7
  Thus, the great value that Sigurð places on courage 

in facing Fate is evident.  But he also has a concern for fame, which is made manifest 

when he eagerly asks Gripir whether his deeds will be “highest beneath    the heavens 

                                                
4 My use of the word “chivalry,” in this chapter finds its basis in J. R. R. Tolkien’s essay “The 

Homecoming of Beorhtnoth Son of Beorhthelm,” Essays and Studies 6 (1953), in which he uses the word 

not to denote the knightly, courtly chivalry of the Arthurian romances, but the chivalry of the warrior in 

battle, of the fight fought fairly for the sake of honor—heroic chivalry.  He uses the term, specifically, in 

the context of the story of the Battle of Maldon, which I shall recount below, and of Beowulf when he 

refuses to use a sword to fight Grendel so that no man can say that he has less strength in battle than the 

monster.  As will be made clear, this excessive chivalry in battle, which comes down to a concern for one’s 

honor, becomes pernicious in the end. 

 
5  His story is found in pp. 420-535 of The Poetic Edda; cf. The Niebelungenlied chapters 26-39. 

 
6 “Gripisspo” sec. 52; in The Poetic Edda 337-355. 

 
7 “Fafnismol” sec. 28-29; in The Poetic Edda 370-385. 
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all.”
8
  It is well to note also Brynhild’s advice to him in the “Sigrdrifumol” to slay anyone 

who calls him a coward in order that he may maintain his reputation.
9
 

 One of the other Eddic poems is concerned with the hero Völund, who is 

mentioned in the Old English Deor as Weland; the “Völundarkvitha” tells the story of 

how the hero is captured by the greedy king Nithuth, who has the sinews in Völund’s 

knees severed and imprisons him on an island to be his smith.
10

  Völund eventually 

avenges himself by deceiving Nithuth’s sons into coming alone to his smithy, where he 

beheads them and makes their skulls into silver cups, which he gives to their father, and 

their eyes into jewels, which he gives to their mother.  Later, he also impregnates 

Nithuth’s only daughter and escapes afterwards from the desolated king with a feather-

garment.  Even if his mode of revenge seemed questionable to the poet, the vengeance 

itself and the cunning with which he executed it was surely not.
11

  In any case, Völund’s 

craftiness is one of his heroic virtues, and his vengeance, considered apart from the 

excessive means by which he achieved it, was itself probably thought to be a justifiable 

deed for one who has been so disgraced.
12

 

 As a third example, there appears in The Anglo-Saxon Chronicle a tale of how 

loyalty to kin and king, the two basic allegiances of the Germanic world, may come into 

conflict, and of how the true hero would choose to act in such a situation.  It occurs in the 

                                                
8 “Gripisspo” sec. 10. 

 
9 “Sigrdrifumol” sec. 25, in The Poetic Edda 386-401. 

 
10 “Völudarkvitha,” in The Poetic Edda 252-268. 

 
11 Note that Deor mentions him in positive light; given that the poem speaks of his imprisonment, 

it seems reasonable to suppose that a similar tradition of his vengeance and escape was current among the 

Anglo-Saxons as well. 

 
12 Compare him on this point to Odysseus’ vengeance upon and escape from Polyphemus (see The 

Odyssey 9.118-630).  
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entry for the year 755, and is often called “Cynewulf and Cyneheard.”  In the entry, the 

chronicler tells how Cyneheard, a young prince, sought to avenge the exile and 

subsequent death of his brother, Sigebryht, who was banished to an island at the 

command of Cynewulf, the king of the region.  When Cyneheard and his men surround 

and kill Cynewulf, some of the king’s thanes, hearing the clamor, respond too late and are 

slain as well.  Afterwards, word reaches Cynewulf’s ealdorman and the rest of his thanes 

about what has happened, and they all gather to avenge their fallen leader, refusing 

Cyneheard’s offer of lands and wealth if they will concede the crown to him.  Then they 

attack Cyneheard and his men, despite the prince’s warning that many of their own kin 

remain with him, unwilling to leave his side.  In the end, only the godson of Cynewulf’s 

ealdorman is spared from amongst Cyneheard’s men as the bonds of kinship are broken 

in favor of loyalty to the king.
13

   

In the story, told by the chronicler in uncharacteristic detail, neither side is good 

or evil; both are heroic.  Yet they are tragically bound to slay one another by their oaths 

of loyalty despite the ties that behoove them to protect their kindred.  In the tale is 

manifest the deep and unflinching faithfulness of the thane to his lord, the oft-conflicting 

obligation of a warrior to defend his family, and the heroic fortitude and fey despair of 

the battle-fierce hero who has been doomed to both sorrow and death, and yet loyally 

fights to the end of his strength.  The author is sure to emphasize that even the spared 

godson of Cynewulf’s ealdorman distinguished himself with honor, having been “oft 

gewundod.”  If a warrior is fated to choose between kin and king, or between any other 

loyalties, he will choose what honor deems noblest; for the thane, that call is the duty to 

protect his lord, to fall in his defense, or to avenge his lord’s death by his own, if 

                                                
13 “Cynewulf and Cyneheard; Osric and Wigfrith” in Medieval English, ed. Rolf Kaiser, 19. 
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necessary.  At his best, the thane has only faithfulness in his heart, not hatred for his 

adversary or eagerness for bloodshed.  Yet what man is remembered in song for 

refraining from battle?
14

 

 Here we begin to get at the heart of the failure of heroic virtue from a Christian 

viewpoint, a failure declared by the Old English elegies, poetry, and homilies of the 

Christian era.  The Germanic peoples themselves certainly recognized that the amount of 

bloodshed in the world is troubling.  Yet it was only the Christian poets and missionaries 

who at last condemned as responsible the over-chivalrous pride that spoiled the loyal 

heroism of the comitatus and that, in the end, left the comitatus in ruins.  Even if the 

thane was pure in his faithfulness, even if he had not the slightest desire for glory and 

fame, he was nevertheless formed by a culture that demanded chivalry, and that chivalry 

was inextricably bound up with warfare and with the warrior’s reputation among men.  

Cynewulf’s men would have been disgraced, therefore, if they had sheathed their swords 

and given up their revenge—their loyalty drove them on, to be sure, but inherent in that 

loyalty was the desire not only to do what was right, but to do what was reputable.  Their 

loyalty was not a matter merely of faithfulness, but also of honor, rooted, in part, in 

heroic pride.  Thus, J. R. R. Tolkien wrote of the Germanic heroic spirit:  

For this “northern heroic spirit” is never quite pure; it is of gold and alloy.  

Unalloyed it would direct a man to endure even death unflinching, when 

necessary: that is when death may help the achievement of some object of 

will, or when life can only be purchased by denial of what one stands for.  

But since such conduct is held admirable, the alloy of personal good name 

was never wholly absent.
15

 

                                                
14 Cf. the last three chapters of The Niebelungenlied, in which noble Rüdiger and Dietrich are 

forced to fight the Burgundians by, respectively, the duty of loyalty to the king and the duty to avenge the 
death of the members of one’s comitatus.  Rüdiger was required to sully his honor either way, since to 

attack the Burgundians was to break his tacit, but quite serious, oath of hospitality to those who had been 

his guests. 

 
15 J. R. R. Tolkien, “The Homecoming of Beorhtnoth Son of Beorhthelm,” 14. 
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It may be argued that, in the case of Cynewulf’s and Cyneheard’s men, they could only 

have purchased life by denying what they stood for—namely, loyalty.  Yet mere loyalty 

might have settled for peace and life when the king was dead; it was heroic chivalry that 

demanded vengeance and bloodshed.  Such chivalry is loyal not only because loyalty is 

virtuous but because it is respected—a fine distinction, perhaps, but a crucial one.  In the 

end, this concern for reputation leaves the comitatus desolate and broken. 

 At its worst, such chivalry becomes outright pride.  This is one of the concerns of 

The Battle of Maldon, a poem that recounts the battle between the defense-force of Essex 

and a horde of invading Vikings in the year 991.  In the tale, we see at work the first part 

of the Christian response to the Germanic eagerness for glory and excessive chivalry.  

Leading the English defense-force was a man named Byrhtnoð, a tall and proud eorl.  

The two armies were separated by a river over which there was but one narrow way, 

which the English at first easily defended against the Norsemen.  But knowing, perhaps, 

what sort of man Byrhtnoð was, the Vikings asked that he let them cross the river in order 

to have a fair fight.
16

  “Ða se eorl ongan,” the poet writes, “for his ofermode / alyfan 

landes to fela    laþere ðeode”
17

 [Then the eorl    out of his great pride / allowed too much 

ground    to the hostile host].  As a result of this naïve chivalry, the English are defeated, 

Byrhtnoð is slain, and the household of his chosen thanes and kindred fall to the last man 

beside his body. 

 The crucial word, ofermod, is, Tolkien writes, exclusively a word of 

condemnation; moreover, to fela conveys that Byrhtnoð should not have given up any 

                                                
16 See Tolkien, “The Homecoming of Beorhtnoth son of Beorhthelm,” 1.  

 
17 Maldon 73-74. 
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ground to the enemy at all.
18

  Clearly, then, the poet is criticizing Byrhtnoð’s actions.  

While it may be true that the eorl’s own men would have found no fault with his conduct, 

the poet stands outside the battle, and sees that Byrhtnoð’s excessive chivalry was not 

only the undoing of his men, but also threatened the kingdom that he had been entrusted 

to defend.  “Honour,” Tolkien continues, “was in itself a motive, and he sought it at the 

risk of placing his heorðwerod, all the men most dear to him, in a truly heroic situation, 

which they could redeem only by death.  Magnificent, perhaps, but certainly wrong.”
19

  It 

may be that there is nothing pernicious about chivalry.  But when honor takes precedence 

over duty and over human life, when it calls for bloodshed not for the sake of some 

higher purpose, but merely to maintain a warrior’s personal pride—as in the case of 

Maldon and “Cynewulf and Cyneheard”—then it warrants condemnation.  The warrior’s 

pride is rightly criticized by the Christian poet of Maldon as deplorable.  This correction 

was fraternal and compassionate, of course—it is, after all, with his own culture that the 

poet dealing, his kin and his people among whom he himself has lived. 

The ruin wrought by such pride, in particular that of a leader, is one of the many 

themes treated by the poet of Beowulf.  Although Beowulf is a noble hero, faithful to his 

lord, self-controlled, and courteous, his heroism is tainted; though he would later exhibit, 

as ruler of the Geats, the great courage and the generosity characteristic of a good king, 

his goodness bore the stain of his eagerness for glory—his pride.  The Christian poet who 

wrote Beowulf recognized this and emphasizes it throughout the poem. 

                                                
18 Tolkien, “Homecoming,” footnote on 15.  He points out also that ofermod is recorded only in 

two Old English poems, the second being Genesis in reference to Lucifer, whom we shall discuss below. 

 
19 Ibid 15. 
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 For example, Beowulf’s concern for making a name for himself becomes evident 

when he refuses to use a sword or a shield in his fight with Grendel, boasting, “No ic me 

an herewæsmun    hnagran talige, / guþgeweorca,    þonne Grendel hine”
20

 [I do not 

consider myself    poorer in battle-vigor, / in war-deed    than Grendel himself].  Beowulf 

even goes so far as to lie down to rest, inviting the fiend’s attack, rather than standing 

ready to fight.  Through these actions, Beowulf puts himself into undue danger and 

imperils the completion of his task, thereby also threatening the Danes with the 

continuation of Grendel’s ravages.
21

  As it turns out, Grendel could not have been killed 

by a sword anyway, and Beowulf succeeds in mortally wounding him; yet the point, of 

course, still stands.  In the end, Beowulf’s undue concern for his own glory and his 

willingness to achieve it at the expense of those whom he ought to have protected will 

bring about the destruction of his people. 

 But there is another side to Beowulf’s proud feats.  Such deeds can be achieved 

only through victory in war, and so Beowulf’s desire for glory produces in him an 

eagerness for battle.  Just before he makes his formal boast to Queen Wealtheow that he 

will slay Grendel, the poet describes Beowulf precisely as “guþe gefysed,”
22

 [eager for 

battle].  This is one of the reasons for the poet’s interposition of the tale of Sigemund and 

the decline of Heremod (whose name, translated, means “battle-minded”) after Beowulf’s 

victory over Grendel.  The last words of the quoted poem compare Beowulf to a good 

                                                
20 Beowulf 677-678. 

 
21 See Tolkien 14. 

 
22 Beowulf 630b. 
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prince who prospers his people, but it ends with the ominous words, “hine fyren 

onwod”
23

 [sin entered into him (Heremod)]. 

 Hrothgar later relates Heremod’s story to Beowulf in more detail after the struggle 

with Grendel’s mother.  The aged king tells it as a warning to the young hero lest he 

forget that, no matter the wealth and glory he may gain, his first duty is always to protect 

his people.  God had exalted Heremod, like Beowulf, with “mægenes wynnum”
24

 [the 

joys of strength]; but: 

   hwæþere him on ferhþe greow 

breosthord blodreow.    Nallas beagas geaf 

Denum æfter dome;    dreamleas gebad 

þæt he þæs gewinnes    weorc þrowade, 

leodbealo longsum.    Ðu þe lær be þon, 

gumcyste ongit;
25

 

 

   [nevertheless in his heart grew 

bloodthirsty thoughts.    He gave no more rings 

to the Danes after his renown;    so he abided mirthless, 

he suffered that trouble    for this affliction, 

for he was long the woe of his people.    Teach yourself by this, 

take hold of virtue.] 

 

In his thirst for battle and in pride at his renown, Heremod forsook the duty owed to a 

people by their king and thus became a burden to them.
26

 

                                                
23 Ibid 915b; see 867-915 for the entire poem. 

 
24 Ibid 1716b. 

 
25 Ibid 1718b-1723a. 

 
26 Note that Hygelac was guilty of this same pride: 

 

Þone hring hæfde    Higelac Geata, 

nefa Swertinges,    nyhstan siðe, 
siðþan he under segne    sinc ealgode, 

wælreaf werede;    hyne wyrd fornam, 

syþðan he for wlenco    wean ahsode, 

fæhðe to Frysum. (1202-1207a) 
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 Hrothgar also exhorts Beowulf to remember that, despite having emerged 

unscathed from countless battles, one day, fate will forsake him, and he will fall.  “He 

þæt wyrse ne con,” Hrothgar says of the famed and successful hero, “oðþæt him on innan    

oferhygda dæl / weaxeð ond wridað,    þonne se weard swefeð, / sawele hyrde”
27

 [He 

knows not that worse thing / until within him    a measure of pride / waxes and flourishes,    

then the guardian sleeps, / the keeper of the soul].  When pride enters in, then the hero 

forgets that it was God who gave him his victories and his kingship.  Then comes 

rashness and forgetfulness of vocation in seeking renown in battle, followed by the bitter 

dart, death.  And so Hrothgar enjoins Beowulf: 

Bebeorh þe ðone bealonið,    Beowulf leofa, 

secg betsta,    ond þe þæt selre geceos, 

ece rædas;    oferhyda ne gym, 

mære cempa.    Nu is þines mægnes blæd 

ane hwile.    Eft sona bið . . . 

þæt ðec, dryhtguma,    deað oferswyðeð.
28

 

 

[Guard yourself against that hostile woe,    dear Beowulf, 

greatest hero,    and choose for yourself the better part, 

eternal gain;    be not eager for pride, 

famed soldier.    Now is the glory of your strength 

for a time.    Soon after it shall be . . . 

that death, warrior,    shall overpower you.] 

 

                                                                                                                                            
[Hygelac of the Geats    held that ring 

grandson of Swerting,    on his last journey, 

when he under the banner    defended the treasure, 

slaughter-spoil to the troop;    fate forsook him 

after he for pride    sought after woe, 

hostility toward the Frisians.] 

 

In his pride, Hygelac sought an unnecessary war and left his people without a king, a neglect of duty that 
will be repeated by Beowulf. 

 
27 Ibid 1739b-1742a. 

 
28 Ibid 1758-1762, 1768. 
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Yet surely Beowulf already knew that he would die whenever Fate had marked him to 

fall.  Death, indeed, is at the center of the heroic code, stated so succinctly by Beowulf 

when he was comforting Hrothgar.  The point of the code is that life shall end, and so 

those who can should gain as much glory as possible in order to live on through their 

fame.  True heroes do not fear death, but ride out singing in their fierce pride to meet it. 

  But the truth that Hrothgar is communicating is that the heroic code, at the last, 

proves to be mistaken; the warrior’s savage, tragic pride is revealed to be self-deception.  

One can imagine a similar, homiletic criticism of the heroic culture offered by a 

Benedictine monk in Anglo-Saxon England, formed by his culture’s values but now 

having been transformed by the Christian vision: “Oft, warrior, shall fate let fly its deadly 

dart when the king lies at home, with no battle-song on his lips, caught unawares by old 

age, sudden fire or flood, accident or plot, all his boasting notwithstanding.  The truth is 

that no man has might, and an arrow—a single arrow!—may sunder his soul from his 

body at any moment, and then who shall remember him in song?  Chance gave him 

strength and the opportunity to gain glory, and chance or Fate may as easily rob him of 

both before his time.  And even if his name is inscribed in the roll of heroes and he is 

welcomed in triumph to the house of Woden, one day, whether sooner or late, his fame 

shall be swallowed up by the rush of circling years and man’s forgetfulness.  His lord and 

family shall perish despite his loyal courage; his nation will fall into decay and pass away 

regardless of his bold defense.  Will he ride with Woden at the final Doom of our age?  

Yet even the god shall perish, and though the world rise again from flood and ash, the 

evil that he and his followers met in battle shall remain undefeated, the unending cycle of 

life’s desperate last stand and ever-fated destruction will be unbroken.  And you, warrior, 
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shall be lost in the passing of age after age, shall be ground to pieces by the turning of 

Fate’s great wheel.  For if the world is godless at the beginning and at the uttermost end 

(for all your gods may die), then life and lord and renown and poetry and, above all, 

death are meaningless.  And death alone is at the heart and foundation of your cosmos: 

the enemy beyond mortal strength who swallows up all fates and tales.  All pride is a 

descent into the abyss.”  This is the true nature of the heroic code and culture. 

But for the Christian looking back on the pagan lays, the world is not godless; it 

has an Eternal Father, stronger than Fate and death.  All strength and victories come from 

“wuldres Waldend,”
29

 [the Lord of glory].  In Beowulf’s battles with Grendel and the 

monster’s mother, the poet makes it clear that it was God who granted the warrior his 

triumphs.  Not by his own might did Beowulf conquer, but by God’s will working 

through him.  And if God was responsible for his victory, Beowulf’s pride is unfounded, 

and he ought to be humble rather than eager for renown, willing to obey the Lord by 

doing his duty as protector of the Geats. 

 The important corollary to this notion is that God, not Fate, orders the affairs of 

men.  In lines 1055-1062, the poet writes that if God had not “wyrd forstode,” [prevented 

fate] Grendel would have killed more men than he did.  God is therefore the Master of 

Fate, a truth that has profound implications for how men ought to live.  In the next lines, 

the poet writes that, while the world is yet filled with weal and woe for the good and the 

wicked alike, it is ordered, even in its sorrows, by Providence.  Thus, a man’s best 

response is not only to cling to his comitatus in the midst of hardship, but to seek 

understanding and prudence, to learn how to live well in obedience to the sovereign God 

who rules Fate’s dispensations.  Wyrd is re-interpreted as Providence. 

                                                
29 Ibid 1752a. 



 

70 

 

Moreover, because of this new kind of wyrd, true heroism, in the Christian view, 

is in deeds of obedience rather than deeds of renown.  This is a crucial point, and will be 

developed in more detail later.  Here, it is sufficient to say that this is why Hrothgar 

exhorts Beowulf to always put his calling as the protector of the Geats before his personal 

glory.  If God, not Fate, has dominion over all human affairs, and if Beowulf’s strength 

and victories—not to mention his life itself—is a gift from the Lord, then it is to heaven 

that Beowulf owes ultimate allegiance; for him, this means that he must obediently carry 

out the duty given him to be a king and shepherd to his people. 

 Yet Beowulf does not remember Hrothgar’s advice in the end.  What the older 

king feared comes to pass, and Beowulf, because he has never yet been defeated, rashly 

seeks to fight the newest enemy of the Geats, a dragon, alone:  “Oferhogode ða    hringa 

fengel / þæt he þone widflogan    weorode gesohte”
30

 [The prince of rings    scorned then 

/ to seek that far-flyer    with a host].  When he stands with his chosen thanes before the 

dragon’s lair, he declares that the heroic deed is his alone to perform, and, venturing 

under the cliffs, he “strengo getruwode / anes mannes”
31

 [trusted the strength / of man 

alone].  This is a telling development indeed.  When he meets his adversary, it is only the 

courageous loyalty of his thane Wiglaf that enables him to slay the dragon at all, and 

when the fight is over, Beowulf himself lies fatally wounded.  His pride almost left the 

scourge of the Geats un-slain, and it does leave his people without their king.  He has 

failed in his first duty because he wanted one more glorious deed to his credit.  Ever 

                                                
30 Ibid 2345-2346; note the obvious relation of the verb oferhogian (i.e., oferhycgean) to a word 

we have seen attributed to the fallen angels: oferhygd, “arrogance.” 

 
31 Ibid 2540b-2541a. 
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eager for battle, is he not rightly called the son of Ecgtheow, that is, the servant of the 

sword? 

 Wiglaf, the thane who stood by Beowulf at the last, recognizes the harm that his 

king has done, declaring, “Oft sceall eorl monig    anes willan / wræc adreogan,    swa us 

geworden is.”
32

 [Oft shall an eorl    by his own will / much misery work    as has befallen 

us.]  He goes on to say that Beowulf’s thanes did their best to convince him that he need 

not fight the dragon at all, but the king refused to listen.  Now the enemies of the Geats 

gather on the borders, the Swedes and Franks who were held off only by Beowulf’s might 

and protection.  They will hear of the cowardice of all but one of his best thanes, they will 

see a nation grown weak and left without its shepherd and only bulwark, and they will 

show no mercy to the Geats, as Wiglaf and the rider who reports Beowulf’s death grimly 

predict.  At the king’s pyre, a woman wildly cries out her visions of impending invasion, 

slaughter, and desolation.  And indeed, one may yet find the lands of the Swedes, Franks, 

and Danes among the nations of this world, but nowhere does there remain a Geatland.  

For that people diminished and perished long ago. 

 There is, finally, the Geat’s death-song, a lament in praise of their fallen king, 

“swa hit gedefe bið”
33

 [as is fitting] the poet adds, for honor is due the hero despite his 

errors.  These are the last words of the poem: 

cwædon þæt he wære    wyruldcyninga 

manna mildust    ond monðwærust, 

leodum liðost    ond lofgeornost.
34

 

 

 

                                                
32 Ibid 3077-3078. 

 
33 Ibid 3174b. 

 
34 Ibid 3180-3182 
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[they said that he was    of the world-kings 

of men the mildest and    most courteous, 

the kindest to the people    and the most eager for praise.] 

 

Even if the thanes riding in circles around his barrow meant the final word as honor, the 

poet himself would surely have meant it differently.  For although it was heroic amongst 

the pagans to seek renown for oneself, the Christians rightly re-interpreted this worldly 

virtue as pride.  And it was Beowulf’s pride that was the ruin of his people, just as with 

Heremod.  The Christian poet of Beowulf makes clear in his work the pernicious results 

of the pagan’s lust for renown.  

Note, however, that Wiglaf, whose interests lay in loyalty rather than glory, is 

depicted as quite praiseworthy.  Love of his lord led him to rush to Beowulf’s aid at his 

own peril.  While Wiglaf was surely placed in needless danger by his king’s rashness, his 

part was to defend his king, and he did so.  Perhaps his battle was fought for the love of 

an arrogant, thoughtless leader; yet that love was his whole duty, and this, rather than lust 

for renown, motivated him.  In such subordinates as Wiglaf, heroic virtue was at its best, 

rooted in faithfulness that performs the task required rather than in lust for renown.
 35

  

Nevertheless, the inherent bent of the heroic code to pride remains. 

 Yet this more excellent manifestation of heroic virtue was a commendable 

beginning for the positive Christian re-interpretation of the hero.  If all gifts and 

companions, if even life and selfhood themselves come from the Lord above, then 

mankind owes ultimate loyalty not to the earthly king who bestows worldly treasures, but 

to the heofena heahcyning, the High King of the Heavens, the Giver of eternal goods.  

And if the best sort of hero is not prideful or eager for glory, but radically faithful in his 

                                                
35 Tolkien 13-14. 
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allegiances, then the truly heroic man is the one who is, above all else, faithful to God.  

The Christian life calls for the hard-minded fortitude and steadfastness of the Anglo-

Saxons to be re-directed from earthly wars fought for the sake of treasure, power, and 

glory to daily obedience to the vocatio of the Savior, which is the duty of the present 

moment.  That duty is summed up by the laws of charity in relationship, holiness in 

conduct, excellence in work, and humility in way of life.  Thus, for the Christian, the 

heroic man is not devoted to gaining renown, but to faithful obedience to God. 

 Such obedience is one of the themes of The Dream of the Rood, a beautiful 

visionary poem in which the poet hears the Cross of Christ tell the tale of the Crucifixion 

and of the Cross’s own burial and rediscovery.  Christ is depicted, significantly, as the 

“geong hæleð”
36

 [the young hero]; He is the greatest Hero, the King who dies to save His 

thanes rather than His thanes dying to defend Him.  In fact, the Rood tells the poet that, 

when it had seen Christ coming towards it, determined to mount upon it: 

Þær ic þa ne dorste    ofer dryhtnes word 

bugan oððe berstan,    þa ic bifian geseah 

eorðan sceatas.    Ealle ic mihte 

feondas gefyllan,    hwæðre ic fæste stod.
37

 

 

[At that time I then dared not    bow or break  

against the word of the Lord,    when I saw tremble 

the face of the earth.    I might have felled 

all the fiends,    nevertheless I stood fast] 

 

If the Rood had appeared in a pagan lay, it would certainly have felled the enemies of its 

Lord.  But this is a different sort of story, for the Lord has commanded His servant not to 

defend Him, but to stand fast and even to hold high His body as He dies.  At times it is 

                                                
36 The Dream of the Rood 39a; in Kaiser, Medieval English 95-98. 

 
37Ibid 35-38. 
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more heroic to withhold a blow than to strike; extreme loyalty need not always be 

characterized by battle.  In this passage we may rightly hear echoes of the scene of 

Christ’s arrest in Gethsemane, when one of His disciples rashly, if courageously, struck 

off the ear of the high priest’s servant.  But the Lord forbade His followers to defend 

Him, and rather than fighting to save His own life, He willingly laid it down.
38

  Here is a 

new thing.  Now the Lord makes Himself weak, not strong; lowers Himself in humility, 

rather than raising himself to greatness; lays down His life not in glorious battle, but in 

faithful obedience; gives up life and renown rather than striving to keep them.  “Gestah 

he on gealgan heanne, / modig on manigra gesyhðe,    þa he wolde mancyn lysan.”
39

  [He 

mounted on the lowly cross, / bold in the sight of many,    when he desired to loose 

mankind]  Courageous He was in His self-effacement, crucified as a sign to many, that 

they might turn to Him and live. 

 In the scene, both Christ and the Rood exemplify heroic obedience not for their 

own glory, but for the glory of God.  Moreover, the poet himself shows his reader the 

right response to his Lord’s sacrifice, ending the poem kneeling in humility before the 

Cross and declaring his need for salvation—no proud triumph, but rather lowliness and 

repentance.  Thus, The Dream of the Rood depicts a converted heroism, much different 

from the sort found in the old legends, though at the same time retaining that which was 

best in the Germanic lays. 

                                                
38 See Luke 22:49-51. 

 
39 Dream of the Rood 40b-41. “Heanne,” which I have translated here as the strong masculine 

accusative of the adjective hean, “lowly,” is, interestingly, ambiguous.  It could also be taken as the strong 

masculine accusative of heah, “high.”  It is quite possible that the ambiguity is intended by the poet, for 
while Christ was lifted up before the eyes of mankind and declared, by the sign above His head, King of the 

Jews, He also allowed Himself to be humbled on an instrument of shame, for He hung naked and defeated 

beneath a sign mocking His claim to royalty.  For the Cross is, paradoxically, a scene of both defeat and 

victory through that defeat, a moment of shame and of glory, a symbol of torture and a symbol of charity.  

The irony is that Christ was raised up to glory by descending down to earth and, finally, into hell. 
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 Having surveyed the Christian response to the poetry and erring heroic ideals of 

the Germanic myths, we are prepared to see how Genesis fits into the body of Old 

English poetry, and how it exemplifies both the negative condemnation and the positive 

re-interpretation of Anglo-Saxon heroism in the Christian tradition.  The Genesis poets 

embody in their characters both the ruin worked by pride, evident in such episodes as the 

Fall of Lucifer and the Tower of Babel, and the holy heroism of faithful obedience to 

God, exemplified especially by Enoch, Noah, and Abraham.  One of their purposes is to 

teach that humility and obedience to God, rather than the vain pride of the pagan 

tradition, are characteristics of the truly great man—the Christian hero, namely, the saint. 

I begin with the negative examples, turning first to Lucifer and his followers in 

their arrogant rebellion against the Creator, when they sought to establish for themselves 

a kingdom in the heavens.  In Genesis B, we are told what happens after God drives out 

Lucifer and his fellow warriors.  God had made Lucifer the greatest, brightest, and most 

intelligent of the angels; like many Germanic heroes, he stood above his peers in strength 

and beauty.  But all of this power was, crucially, given to him by Almighty God: 

gelic wæs he þam leohtum steorrum.    Lof sceolde he drihtnes 

wyrcean 

dyran sceolde he his dreamas on heofonum,    and sceolde his drihtne 

þancian 

þæs leanes þe he him on þam leohte gescerede—    þonne læte he his hine 

lange wealdan.
40

 

 

[like he was to the starlight.    He should have held worthy the work of the 

Lord, 

he should have held dear his joy in the heavens,    and should have 

thanked his Lord 

for those gifts that He had bestowed on him in that light—    then He 

would have long let him rule himself.] 

 

                                                
40 Ibid 256-258. 
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Here is one of the themes of Hrothgar’s advice to Beowulf, namely, that the hero’s 

strength has been granted him by God, and so he is behooved to honor the Creator with it.  

But, like Beowulf, Lucifer forgot this truth, and embraced a lie, convincing himself that 

his might was his own with which to do deeds of renown for himself.  Unlike Beowulf, 

however, Lucifer’s pride manifests itself in open rebellion against his King, “ne mihte 

him bedyrned weorðan / þæt his engyl ongan    ofermod wesan”
41

 [nor could it be hidden 

from Him / that His angel began    to be over-proud].  Thrice the devil is described as 

ofermod by the poet, the adjective used for Byrhtnoð in Maldon.  Gylpword
42

 he spoke, 

and exalted his own strength and cræft,
43

 his brilliance and his beauty: 

“Hwæt sceal ic winnan?” cwæð he    “Nis me wihtæ þearf 

hearran to habbane.    Ic mæg mid handum swa fela 

wundra gewyrcean.    Ic hæbbe geweald micel. . . 

. . . Ic mæg wesan god swa he.’”
44

  

 

[“What shall I gain?” quoth he.    “There is not any need for me 

to have a higher.     I may with my hands a great many 

wonders work.    I have great power. . . 

 . . . I can be God just as He.”] 

 

The last phrase is the summation of all pride and self-centered thought, the blasphemy 

that declares us to be our own and to have need to serve no other, that drives us to seek to 

possess a kingdom of our own where no other god holds sway, to pursue a name for 

ourselves, and to claim glory on our own terms when it truly comes not through pride but 

through obedience.  It is the dark, fatal flaw in the heart of every Germanic hero. 

                                                
41 Ibid 261b-262. 

 
42 Ibid 264a; the word means “boastful speech.” 

 
43 Ibid 269a; cræft conveys, in this context, cunning, as that of Völund. 

 
44 Ibid 278-280, 283b. 
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 In the next lines, Lucifer boasts to himself of his strong thanes, his “hæleþas 

heardmode,”
45

 [hard-minded heroes] who will follow him in his endeavor.  Together, 

they will defy the Ruler of the Heavens in glorious battle, fierce in war, to free 

themselves from the dominion of the King.  The poet is portraying Lucifer and his 

followers as the heroic heorðwerod, bold even in the face of an invincible foe.  His 

audience, also familiar with the body of legend with which he is engaging, would have 

recognized this, and it would have given them cause to think deeply about the nature of 

true nobility. 

 For the ofermod and ofermetto
46

 of the rebellious angels became dol.
47

  God is 

infinitely beyond any of his creatures; He is the source of life and power and cannot be 

overthrown.  And so in His righteous wrath, the Lord of Heaven cast His rebellious 

angels into the eternal punishment of hell.  Three times the poet emphasizes that their sins 

were pride and that they “noldon alwaldan / word weorþian”
48

 [they did not desire to hold 

worthy / the Word of the Almighty], that is, they neglected their duty to serve and praise 

the Lord for His deeds, which alone are glorious, and His gifts, which alone are the 

source of their beauty and strength.  They failed to render the Master of Fate and the 

Giver of good things His due, as does all pride.  Hrothgar would have done well to give 

Beowulf this passage to study.  In the same way, a greater king than he once wrote, “But 

                                                
45 Ibid 285a. 

 
46 Thrice used to describe the devil or his followers in 332a, 337a, and 351a.  It may be translated 

“pride”. 

 
47 Ibid 340; dol means “foolish” or, its modern cognate, “dull”. 

 
48 Ibid 328b-329a. 
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thou, O Lord, art my protector, my glory and the lifter up of my head,”
49

 and again, 

“Bring to the Lord glory and honour.”
50

  Here Lucifer failed in his task. 

 Yet when he and his fellow rebel angels lie chained at the bottom of the fiery 

abyss, his mind remains unchanged, his ambitions bold, and his thoughts turn, like those 

of Völund, Guðrun, and all true Germanic heroes, to revenge.  Again he invokes his loyal 

thanes, this time reminding them of how he gave them treasure in the past, and urging 

one of them, if he can, to fly to earth in a feather-garment for the purpose of deceiving his 

would-be usurpers—human beings, to whom God will give the rebels’ place in the 

Kingdom of Heaven.  If any one of his thanes is able, “þonne he me na on leofran tid    

leanum ne meahte / mine gife gyldan”
51

 [then he could not    in a dearer time with gifts / 

my gift repay].  Lucifer, even in the face of his doom, bound to the floor of hell itself, 

refuses to give up his arrogance or his fight, but is determined to be avenged.  Such 

fierceness in the face of utter defeat may be shown by the good and the evil alike; it does 

not make one a hero.  Fierce, unyielding pride such as might be shown by a doomed 

warrior in Germanic legend is still only pride, out of which does not spring true heroism.  

Rather, it bears sorrow and evil, for afterwards, one of the devil’s thanes does indeed 

make the epic journey, and in Eden boldly avenges his master’s disgrace.  Note that, like 

Völund, Lucifer works his revenge not upon the king who has imprisoned him, but upon 

his children.  The difference, of course, is that the poet has reversed the roles of hero and 

villain.  God, the hero and King, has justly imprisoned Satan, a rebellious villain; revenge 

                                                
49 Psalm 3:4.  

 
50 Psalm 28:2. 

 
51 Ibid 412-413a. 



 

79 

 

is thus not the work of the righteous but of the wicked.  Völund was not so heroic after 

all. 

 Thus, it is clear that the poet has invested Lucifer and his subordinates with the 

heroic qualities of the pagan lays.  Satan was given the greatest strength and cunning of 

any of his peers, but he turned from servitude to fierce pride, to gaining for himself both 

glory and a kingdom.  And in his defeat, he is bent on revenge through craft and deceit.  

Additionally, the poet declares the true nature of that heroic ofermod in the words of the 

bold rebel warrior: “Ic mæg wesan god swa he.”  This is what the old heroes have really 

been claiming all along.  But such pride and such an attempt to command one’s own 

destiny bears only harm, and issues in violence against one’s fellow-creatures. 

 This same pride drives the descendants of Noah’s sons to build a tower on the 

plain of Sennar “to rodor tunglum . . . / . . . for wlence    and for wonhygdum”
52

 [to the 

stars of heaven . . . / . . . for arrogance and for rashness].  The people are called “mærða 

georne,”
53

 [eager for glory]—not unlike Beowulf—and their deed unræd [foolish],
54

  a 

word used by the poet earlier to describe the work of the rebellious angels.  God’s 

punishment is swift; he humbles and scatters the people of earth, who strove to build to 

themselves an eternal monument, and to bring themselves to the heavens on their own 

terms—to achieve divinity.  Their pride, and that of all heroes seeking eternal glory, 

comes to the same end: the fracturing of community.  Thus, when the Anglo-Saxons look 

at their poetry, history, and present life, and are troubled at such visions as that of The 

Wanderer, at the breaking of the comitatus and the failure of human glory, then they may 

                                                
52 Ibid 1667b, 1673a. 

 
53 Ibid 1677b. 

 
54 “Foolish,” ibid 1682b; cf. 30a. 
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look back to this story for an explanation.  Here, man sought to make himself great, and 

was foiled.  Eagerness for glory may still wither a people, just as it did through these 

descendants of Cain and will do again through the hero of the Geats. 

 But the poet not only condemns pagan heroic virtue, but also re-interprets heroism 

in the counterexamples of God’s obedient servants, who benefit the comitatus.  One of 

these counterexamples is Enoch, the sixth generation after Seth.  The poet writes: 

Enoch siððan    ealdordom ahof, 

freoðosped folces wisa,    nalles feallan let 

dom and drihtscipe, 

þenden he hyrde wæs    heofodmaga. 

 . . .     Him wæs þeoden hold.
55

 

 

[Enoch afterwards    held up the alder-ship, 

the wise man of the folk abundant peace,    he did not at all let diminish 

honor and the lordship, 

when he was shepherd    of his kinsmen. 

 . . .     the King was gracious to him.] 

 

God shows favor to Enoch because he was doing his duty as shepherd of his people.  He 

did not bring shame upon the office of chief or become a burden to his people, as did 

Heremod in Hrothgar’s tale, but brought them peace and honor.  Notably, Enoch’s 

faithfulness to God takes the form of faithfulness in his charge—his vocatio to rule 

wisely and benefit his people.  And unlike Lucifer and the people at Sennar, he did not 

seek to raise himself to Heaven.  In a complete reversal, he was raised to heaven by God 

before his death for his dutiful obedience. 

 The first character whom we see portrayed in some detail after this is Noah.  

When God sees the great wickedness of mankind and sorrows for having made them, He 

chooses to save Noah and his kin, thereby preserving man’s hope of life: 

                                                
55 Ibid 1197-1200, 1202b. 
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Noe wæs god,    nergende leof, 

swiðe gesælig,    sunu Lameches, 

domfæst and gedefe.    Drihten wiste 

þæt þæs æðelinges    ellen dohte 

breostgehygdum;    forðon him brego sægde . . .
56

 

 

[Noah was good,    dear to the Savior, 

greatly blessed,    the son of Lamech, 

just and meek.    The Lord knew 

that the strength    of that prince was capable 

in the thoughts of his heart;    therefore the Ruler said to him . . .] 

 

Note the words used by the poet to describe Noah: good and blessed, just and gedefe, 

which, while I have translated it “meek,” can also mean “fitting,” “right,” or “loyal.”  

And his strength is not outward, but inward; it is not of his body, but in his heart.  These 

are not the characteristics of a Germanic hero; Noah is not a warrior.  But, for the 

Christian, might and warlike deeds alone do not make a man worthy, for worthiness has 

naught to do with the admiration of men, but rather with the favor of God.  Moreover, it 

is not strength that pleases the Lord, but its right use, nor does He require glorious deeds 

from His servants, only faithful ones.  He is near to the humble and the just, and 

overthrows the proud and the powerful.  Noah is chosen by God because God knows that 

he is faithful and will do what is right, even amidst a world full of wickedness. 

 Indeed, each time God commands Noah to do something, the poet emphasizes 

that he “hyrde þam halgan    heofoncyninge”
57

 [was obedient to the Holy    Heaven-

King].  When the flood finally recedes, Noah also knows well who to thank for his and 

his kindred’s salvation—his first act once he has debarked from the ark is to build an altar 

and make a sacrifice to God.  The good man’s most important characteristics, then, are 

                                                
56 Ibid 1285-1289. 

 
57 Ibid 1315. 
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obedience as well as humility, which is a right estimation of ourselves and our 

importance, as well as of God’s self and His relation to us.  This is precisely what 

Hrothgar exhorted Beowulf to display in counseling him to remember that it was God 

who gave him all his strength and victories.  Beowulf forgot, but Noah did not, and so the 

latter is the greater hero.
58

  And while Beowulf’s pride brought about the destruction of 

his people, Noah’s faithfulness brought the hope of life to mankind. 

 The most important man in Genesis, however, is undoubtedly Abraham, whose 

saga occupies the latter 1200 lines of the poem.  From the time when he and his brother 

are introduced, he is depicted as faithful, above all, just like Enoch and Noah.  The poet 

writes that God was “freond and aldor”
59

 to Abraham, setting up the expectation that his 

ultimate loyalty will be to no earthly king or kindred, but to God in Heaven alone.  As 

with Noah, Abraham always simply obeys God’s commands, never acting out of pride, 

but ever in faith.  He too offers sacrifices to his Lord, recognizing that He is “lifes 

leohtfruman,”
60

 [the Beginning-Light of Life] and remembering His blessings and 

gracious promises.  Finally, at Abraham’s great test, when God commands him to 

sacrifice Isaac, his son and heir, his joy and treasure, “Nalles nergendes / hæse 

wiðhogode,”
61

 [He did not at all resist / the command of the Savior] the poet writes, 

almost with astonishment.  For the poet, Abraham’s obedience in this matter is the 

                                                
58 That is odd to say, of course, given that in the next scene of the narrative, Noah is drunk and 

naked, “Swa gerysne ne wæs,” as the poet comments in line 1565b [As was not fitting].  And yet that flaw 

makes Noah an even truer Christian hero, in a way, for all of God’s people are imperfect creatures.  If we 

examine the Scriptures, we shall find that the protagonists of the stories are often also quite unsavory folk.  

But that is because God is ultimately the hero of the narrative, who is alone to be called Good.  Ever is His 

way to work through flawed humans and to redeem them despite themselves. 

 
59 Ibid 1711b. 

 
60 Ibid 1792a. 

 
61 Ibid 2864b-2865a; note how the story’s resolution is already foreshadowed by the poet when he 

calls God nergend, Savior, who preserved Isaac’s life and gave him back to Abraham. 
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ultimate sign of his faithfulness and the most truly heroic act of the entire poem.  In 

“Cynewulf and Cyneheard,” the bonds of kinship were disregarded in favor of loyalty to 

lord.  But now it is loyalty to the true Lord that stands above all other allegiances; from 

Him nothing is to be withheld.  He is the one Lord who could rightfully demand such a 

sacrifice.  No pagan raised a sword against his kin for any higher reason.  But God does 

not allow Abraham to shed his son’s blood.  Such is the poet’s interpretation of the story. 

 It is right to note two other characteristics of Abraham.  First is his prudence, 

recommended by the Beowulf poet as one of the right responses to Providence, and 

manifested for the Genesis poet in Abraham’s command to Sarah to pretend that he is her 

brother before the king of Egypt and King Abimelech.  Second is that Abraham is the one 

character besides Lucifer who engages in battle.  The difference, of course, is that, while 

Lucifer fought out of pride and lust for glory, Abraham did so to save his kinsman.  

When the king of Sodom offers Abraham the spoils of victory, Abraham refuses, thus 

exhibiting the purity of motive with which he waged war.  So the story reaffirms the 

Anglo-Saxon’s deep value of loyalty and, far from portraying war as wholly evil, 

exemplifies a more just way of waging it than is found in the pagan lays.  Besides, what 

Anglo-Saxon could resist a tale of 318 doughty warriors triumphing over a vast horde of 

greedy North-men?  Yet that victory was not tainted with eagerness for battle or for 

renown on Abraham’s part. 

 Here, then, is the conclusion of the matter: the Christian poets of the Anglo-

Saxons recognized that the virtues of their culture warranted a fundamental revision.  

Wisely, some monks chose to make this correction through poetry that told the story of 

the failure and desolation wrought by pagan pride, and showed forth a better way of 
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living, infused not with despair, but with hope.  For the glory-seeking and battle-

eagerness of the heathens comes only to arrogance, strife, and the destruction of 

community.  But the Christian hope changes everything, for there is a good God, who 

does not change, who demands our uttermost devotion and highest allegiance, and whose 

desire is to bless men with Light and Life, if they will receive Him.  Because He is God, a 

man owes Him his fealty, and so the true hero is, in all things, humble and obedient.  If 

called to be a king, one ought not to abandon but to prosper one’s people; if called to be a 

thane, one ought to fight justly to protect one’s lord; if called to be a farmer, one must do 

so with excellence, even if it is not a glorious occupation; if called to leave all, one must 

follow the Lord.  All are God’s children and thanes, and He the Good King of the 

comitatus, which is His Church.  Let Him have all the glory, for He only is worthy.  

Man’s part is faithfulness, wisdom, and lowliness of heart—to be eað-mod rather than 

ofermod—in his vocatio. 
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CONCLUSION 

 

 

 Genesis is indeed a remarkable poem.  It is a work of catechesis and translation, 

and yet a worthy composition in its own right.  To take the phrases and formulas of a 

tradition that has for an age told stories of pagan gods and heroes and to use them to 

translate a book of Scripture is no easy task.  We have seen that oral poetic language, the 

vernacular of significance, is the natural means by which to communicate the Truth of 

Scripture to the unlettered Old English people, and that the poem is clearly the work of a 

poet formed in the exegetical tradition preserved in the monasteries.  The poet’s 

utilization of the poetic tradition is not limited to language, however—he engages with 

the cosmology and ideals of virtue evident in the pagan tales.  These myths would have 

been familiar to the Old English, who loved heroic songs.  On one hand, then, Genesis is 

a more or less faithful translation of the Text of Scripture as the author knew it—the 

Book of the Church, inseparable from Tradition, the Word re-told by the Church in 

response to the revealed Divine Word beyond words who is Christ the Lord.  On the 

other, it is a purposeful work of art, a sub-creation composed in the heroic tradition, 

which had also formed the poet; it was first of all his own response to the Word who was 

the center of his devotion, and second a work of charity to convey that Word to his 

people.  The languages and traditions of Scripture and oral-formulaic poetry were both 

his own; in Genesis they meet, the story out of which sprout all human tales and sorrows, 

bound up with the Divine tale of salvation and the Divine sorrow.  Here is the prologue to 

all human words; here, the first words of God to men; here, the Beginning of all things.  

Why translate Genesis?  Because it explains why the world is full of sorrow and sin, 
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because it tells the meaning of this middle-earth and the true identity of its inhabitants, 

the niðas, men, the low ones, the exiled children of God.  It is the fundamentals.  Here 

begins repentance, right living, restored relationship, obedience to God; here begins 

salvation itself.
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NORSE MYTH AS AN ANALOGUE TO PRE-CHRISTIAN ANGLO-SAXON 

CULTURE 

 

 

 In this thesis I have used the Germanic tales of the Poetic Edda and the Prose 

Edda as a way of getting a glimpse into the culture of the Anglo-Saxons before their 

conversion to Christianity, using the Norse beginning-myth in chapter three and other 

stories in chapter four, on heroic virtue.  I have said in chapter three that there is good 

reason to believe that the Anglo-Saxons shared largely the same body of myth as the 

other Germanic peoples and that Snorri’s version of the beginning-myth is faithful to the 

pagan tradition, excepting, perhaps, the material describing the peace after Ragnarök.
1
  

Many of the heroes of the continental tradition are mentioned in Old English sources, and 

the basic outlines of their stories were probably similar.  The story of the world’s 

beginning in the Voluspá is roughly what was current on the continent amongst the 

Germanic tribes, whose worldview and religious practices were carried over with the 

Angles and the Saxons when they occupied Britain.
2
  The Old English people worshipped 

similar or corresponding gods—the cult of Woden, a sort of precursor to Oðin, was 

carried across the North Sea; Saxnot or Tiw among the English was probably Tîwaz on 

the continent; Thor was worshipped in England as Thunor.
3
  There is evidence also for 

many of the same religious rituals amongst the English and the continental Germanic 

tribes, such as ritual burning of the dead, human sacrifice, and sacred groves or temples 

                                                
1 Wilson, The Lost Literature of Medieval England (London: Methuen, 1952), 10, 23; Davidson, 

Gods and Myths of the Viking Age (New York: Bell, 1981), 199;  

 
2 Davidson 11, 197-198. 

 
3 Ibid 56, 60, 83. 
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such as those mentioned by Gregory in his letter to Mellitus.
4
  All this is to say that, even 

if the specifics of the beginning-myth were not known to the Anglo-Saxons, their 

worldview and cosmology was certainly similar, and so my arguments in chapter three 

still stand, if not in specific details, than in general conclusions.  The Old English knew, 

moreover, many of the same heroes and stories, and so their ideals of heroic virtue were 

more or less the same to those on the continent; stories like those of Sigurð and Völund 

illustrate the heroic ideals of both pre-Christian England and the pagan continental 

peoples. 

  

                                                
4 Ibid 83, 87, 160-161. 
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