AN INTRODUCTION TO THE BLOOD AND GUTS AND VELLUM 

THAT IS OLD ENGLISH LITERATURE

By Dr. Carmen Acevedo Butcher

Whenever you see the word extant or surviving in a description of Old English (also called Anglo-Saxon) literature, as in “the extant manuscripts” or “the surviving corpus of vernacular literature,” you must summon up at that point in your reading a vision of marauding Vikings; otherwise, you will miss the point.  The point is that it is a marvel that we can hold this class at all.  The Vikings were not blue-haired knitting grannies, obviously.  They were also not members of the Book-of-the-Month Club.  In other words, they spent many centuries merely riding around England and destroying whatever they could find, using whatever weapons they had handy.  In 1012, Archbishop Ælfheah died gruesomely at the hands of drunken Vikings, who “pelted . . . [the Archbishop] . . . to death with bones and the heads of cattle . . . and . . . smote him on the skull with the iron head of an axe.”

We will talk more of the Vikings.  Meanwhile, I challenge you to find a book or a website that has specific details of the Vikings’ activities in England during Old English (OE) times, say, from 449 A.D. till 1100 A.D.

Most extant (there’s that word!) manuscripts from the Old English period are not in English, but are Anglo-Latin.  This should come as no surprise to you, for Christianity was introduced into southern England at the end of the 6th century.  The Venerable Bede, Aldhelm, and Alcuin wrote in Latin, and they provided the early Christian church in England with preaching and teaching texts.  Although Cædmon’s Hymn is found in 8th-century copies of Bede’s Ecclesiastical History, Old English did not emerge as an important medium for the written word until the end of the 9th century, and it continues to be an important literary medium today, some twelve centuries later!

Here’s how OE literature breaks down:

· 90% of the surviving corpus of vernacular literature up to c. 1170 is PROSE.

· 10% (only 10%) is POETRY, about 30,000 lines total.

There are 200 extant manuscripts in which substantial amounts of OE literature appear.  See Ker’s Catalogue, which is available to scholars in the British Library in London.  I have had a good look at it myself, for example.

OE PROSE can be divided into these categories:  religious (Biblical, homiletic, hagiographic, patristic translation, pastoral, and liturgical); glossographical; medical; magical; educational; prognosticatory; legal; historical; travel narrative; and romance.  The OE writers of note are King Alfred and his circle of scholars (890s and 900s); Æthelwold, bishop of Winchester (960s – 980s); Ælfric of Eynsham (990s and 1000s); Wulfstan (995-1020); and Byrhtferth of Ramsey (990-1020).  Ælfric himself is the most prolific, with an impressive 150 texts.  

OE POETRY is found mostly in 4 extant major codices:

· Exeter Book (10th century):  Christ I, II, III; Seafarer, Phoenix, Juliana, Wanderer, 



Maxims, Wulf and Eadwacer, Panther, Whale, Riddles, etc.

· Vercelli Book:  Andreas, Dream of the Rood, Soul and Body I, etc.

· Cotton Vitellius A.xv.:  Beowulf, Judith.  

· Junius Codex (Oxford, Bodleian):  Genesis A & B, Exodus, Daniel, Christ and Satan.

(EVery COTTON-pickin’ JUNe)  Why do we still have The Battle of Maldon?  Where is it found?  What’s in Bald’s Leechbook?  Quadrupedibus?  Lacnunga?

