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is typical of the style of this Old English poet whose 

balance in making verses is evident in the measured state-

liness of the alliterative lineso His view of creation which 

presents in flat, emphatic statements a recital of God's 

accomplishe.d labours, .. contrasts w_i th t.be presentation in 

Isaias of the creative energy of the anthropomorphically-

conceived Elohim: 

Quis mensus est pugillo aquas, 
Et caelos palmo ponderavit? 
Quis appendit tribus digitis molem terrae, 
Et libravit in pondere mantes, 
Et colles in statere? (Isaias 40:12) 

Who hath measured the waters in the hollow of his 
hand, and meted out heaven with the span, and 
comprehended the dust of the earth in a measure, 
and weighed the mountains in scales, and the 
hills in a balance? 

Mental, not muscular energy, however, characterizes the 

Anglo-S~xon imagining of God in creatj.ono 

Any investigation of Christ and Satan (1-21) must 

acknowledge that ba beorhtan gesceaft (138b, the bright 

creation) reveals the benevolence and designing intelligence 

implied in the term se wyrhta (14a, wright, workman, 

artificer, labourer, one who works at some trade)o The 

sequence of the poet's thought waives chronological order 

as he relates a series of divine acts: "By his wondrous 

might he established . . . by his strength the Lord upholds 

the Son of God beholds . . . he numbers . by his 

boundless power he has ordained ... by his holy spirit he 
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has devised . . and founded . . . he first created111
• Here 

in the midst of these workmanlike verbs is presented the 

oraonc (Bosworth-Toller has orpanc = "Orpanc ingenium, 

craeftica artifex"), that is, mind, genius, wit, under-

standing, nous or ingenium that distinguishes the godhead 

from man, as the practise of speech distinguishes man from 

the beasts. The cosmological and terrestrial order thus 

laid out reveals a transcendent Creator, not spatially 

delimited, but expansive in power, one who shapes a 

"skilful contrivance" (orpanc) and sustains it by his 

soaan miht (true strength). Among the Fathers too, God's 

creative power and providential o.dministration find praise. 

Origen in his On First Principles cannot think with the 

heretics that the world exists "without an architect or 

overseer 11
•
11 

The conceptual basis of such terms for God as 

meotod on mihtwn (Sa, God in his might) and ece god (18b, 

eternal God) undoubtedly arises from the Old Testament 

veneration of Yahweh in a mode of imagining that takes 

its source from an anthropocentric conception of God. 

Thus Isaias, of God, Qui sedet super gyrum terrae ("he 

110rigen, On First Principles, Book 2, Ch. 1:4, 
PG, 11, 185. 
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sitteth upon the circle of the earth") and, in evidence 

of care for earth-dwellers, extendit velut nihilum caelos, 

Et expandit eos sicut tabernaculum ad inhabitandum 

(Isaias 40:22, "stretcheth out the heavens as a curtain, 

and spreadeth them out as a tent to dwell in")o Again, 

Job: Et circa cardines caeli perambulat (Job 22:14, "he 

walketh in the circuit of heaven''). Both generation and 

sustenance derive from the Godhead as conceived by the 

Old English poet; the myriad forms of creation (Augustine's 

rationes seminales) promise futurity while the circular 

image nf God's encompassing the middangeard ensures the 

faithful protection of a divine gold-lord~ The theme in 

Christ and ~atan (1-21) is comparable to that of the 

Vulgate Psalm 23:1-2: 

Domini est terra, et plenitudo eius; 
Orbis terrarum, et universi qui habitant in eo. 
Quia ipse super maria fundavit eum, 
Et super flumina praeparavit eumo 

The earth is the Lord's and the fulness thereof; 
the world, and they that dwell thereino For 
he hath founded it upon ·the seas, and hath 
established it upon the floodso 

Elsewhere in the Psalms of David we find emphasized God~ s. 

ownership and unique possession: Quoniam ipsius est mare 

~se fecit i1lud, et aridam manus ejus fundaverunt 

(Vulg. Psa. 94:5, "For the sea is his and he made it, and 

his hands made the dry land"). The motif of unique 

possession and governance is evident in the Old English 
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expressions Seolfa he gesette (4a, Himself he set up), 

Ile selfa mreg (9a, He may himself), and seolua he gesette 

(13a, alone he established). 

Previously I have suggested that the poet's list 

of created artefacts seems to of fer an arbitrary and 

ill-defined arrangement. The balanced phrases, however, 

offer themselves to symbolic interpretation and are heavy 

with mythical value: foldan sceatas (3b, the regions 

of earth), sunnan and monan (4b, sun and moon), stanas and 

eroaan ( 5a, stones and earth) , stream ut on sre ( 5b, the 

stream outside the sea), wreter and wolcn (6a, water and 

cloud), eroClan daelas ( 16a, parts of earth) and !1eanne hol~ 

(17a, high sea). Again the poet has reversed traditional 

hexaemeral order in reciting the creation of the luminaries 

before "stones and earth". An important feature of the 

Mediterranean hexaemeral tradition drawn from the Hebrew 

account of Genesis had been the creation of vegetation 

before the solar system, so that man might ascribe the 

power of generation to God alone. The poet recalls the 

Vulgate division of "waters above from waters below" in his 

phrase wreter and wolcn (water and cloud), which suggests 

the fertilizing power of water over the fields of creation. 

A major interpretative challenge lies in the water 

imagery of lines 5-6. God's establishing of water and 

cloud, as we have seen, recalls the archetypal division of 
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the flood into the atmospheric heavens and the ordered sea. 

Formerly a chaotic flood,. the waters have received form 

from the Almighty and now behave in acknowledgement of 

divine laws. The abyss over which the Spirit of God was 

moving (Jerebatur is the dynamic Vulgate verb), has been 

transformed: the obedient, newly-"formed" waters honour 

the barriers which God has founded about the seas. As God 

avows to Job in the cosmogonic dialogue, Posui ei fin~s~ 

apponens Glaustra et portas. Dixit autem ei: Usque ~ 

venies, nee transgredieris, sed in te ipso conterentur 

fluctus tui (Job 38: 10, 11, "I set my bounds about it, 

and made it bars and doors, and I said 'Hitherto thou 

shalt come, but no further: and here shall thy proud waves 

be stayed?''). St. Basil's Fourth Homily on the Hexaemeron 

is much concerned with delimiting the waters, while 

St. Cyril of Jerusalem devises elaborate exegetical value 

from the obedience of the watery element: 

650. 

Quis exponat maris profunditatem et latwdinem, 
aut fluctuum immensum se· efferentium impetus? 
... Quod quidem [elementum] imposj-tum sibi 
mandatum perspicue declarat; dum exurrens 
descriptam fluctibus suis conspicua1n quamdam in 
littoribus relinquit lineam; videntibus quasi 
si.gnificans se consti tuto_s limi tes praetergressum 
non esse.12 

12st. Cyril of Jerusalem, Catechesis XI, PG, 33, 



Who can describe the depth and breadth of the 
sea or the shock of its tumultuous waves? . 
It clearly reveals the decree imposed upon it, 
when running out it leaves on the sands a distinct 
line marked by its waves, as though to signify 
to those who see it that it has not transgressed 
its appointed bounds. 
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From divine decree, therefore, arises Christ's ability to 

quell Leviathan, to turn back Jordan, to walk on the watery 

path of the sea. 

The phrase stream ut on sre ( 5b, the stream (or river) 

outsid~ the sea) has been interpreted by Hill in terms of 

precise cosmographi.c significance. He stresses the fact 

that "both the ancient Germanic world and the world o:f 

classical antiquity conceived of the inhabited world as 

13 surrounded by water". 11 0ne feature of classical coGmo-

graphy which is particularly relevant", he continues, "is 

that this great world-encompassing sea is envisioned as a 

flowing river, and as the border between this world and 

14 the next''. Hill supports his interpretation of the stream 

ut on s~ ''as a reference to such an earth-encompassing 

river" by invoking the Visio Sancti Pauli. In this popular 

mediaeval vision an angel reveals to St. Paul "the river 

outside the sea": Hie est oceanus qui circuit omnem 

terram ("Here is Oceanus which circles all the earth"). 

13Thomas D. Hill, "Apocryphal Cosmography and the 
Stream ut ~n Sre", Philological Quarterly, 48 (1969), 550. 

14see Hill, op. cit., 551. He quotes the Visio 
Sancti Pauli in Theodore Silverstein, ed., Studies--an21 
Documents IV (London, 1935), 6-12. 
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The Old English phrase translated as "the river outside 

the sea" is thus not incomprehensible but full of meaning 

in its evocation of the Oceanus derived, as we have seen 

in Chapter One, from the ancients. 15 

An important lexical problem follows closely in 

the text. As Clubb pointed out, this passage (5b-8) "has 

16 puzzled commentators more than any other in the poem 11
• 

The crux lies in 5a, Deopne ymblyt. In editing Christ and 

Satan, Krapp accepted Grein's reading of ymbylt, also 

approved by Clubb who considered it "about equivalent to 

ymbhwyrft", and admitted a possible relationship to the 

15Hill prefers the OE reading stream uton see 
which reinforces the concept in spatial terms of lithe river 
outside the sea" (551-2). As we shall see in the following 
chapter, The Phoenix presents the same concept of Oceanus 
in its description cif the Earthly Paradise. A concise 
discussion of the Oceanus legend appears in S. G. F. Brandon, 
Creation Legends of the Ancient Near East, pp. 162-4. 
Brandon poi~ts out that Oceanus figured on the rim of 
the cosmic shield of Hephaestus, as recorded in the Iliad 
xviii, 483-5 (trans. A. T. Murray, Loeb ed., II, pp.-322-5). 
The circling Oceanus "was also regarded", writes Brandon, 
"as the source of every form of water, both of the bitter 
and the sweet". Also, the word Oceanus "has been thought 
to be a non-personal descriptive term . . meaning 
'circle' or 'that which surrounds'.", p. 163. Jean 
Dani~lou brings this discussion forward to the Christian 
assimilation of "Oceanus" into the concept of the cosmic 
Jordan. See From Shadows to Reality (London, 1961), 
pp. 272-5. 

16This and the following arguments are from Clubb's 
edition, pp. 45-7. 
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verb ymbliaan (to surround). Clubb thus translates 7-8: 

"The Creator in his might wholly embraces the deep expanse 

(i.e., the ocean which surrounds the world) and all the 

earth". In defence of ymb-, Clubb writes that "we have 

here merely an extension of the identical vocalic allitera-

tion which . . may have been employed ~n this _case with 

the conscious purpose of emphasizing the wide inclusiveness 

of the Creator's grasp". 

A second intEfpretation "accepts the substantive 
/\ 

.Ymblyt (or ymbhwyrft), but changes clene to some word . 

which alliterates with deopne''. The most acceptable word, 

dene "ls sometimes used to describe the abyss of chaos or 

hell". The third solution of the crux is offered by Bright, 

17 who considers the three-tiered cosmos in his argument. 

17James W. Bright, "Jottings on the Caedmonian 
Christ and Satan", MLN, 18 (1903), 129-131. His argument 
develops thus: 11 It might be supposed that ymblyt of the 
MS represents ymblyht, the contracted (West Saxon) form 
of the original (Anglian) ymblyhtea, and that a full :stop 
follows miht; but the initial acts of the creation are to 
be recit~in non-biblical order, to be sure, yet in 
essential agreement with the account in which the dispelling 
of the darkness from the "face of the deep" upon which 
moved the "Spirit of God", and the dividing of "the waters 
from the waters" (cf. wreter and wolcn) are of importance 
coBrdinate with the establishment of the earth, the sun, 
and the moon" (129). He adds, "deopne is to be construed 
not as abyssus but as qualifying stream, which, like flod 
in GeneSI815o, represents the undivided waters". 
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I have here accepted the first argument proposed by Clubb. 

As we see in the hexaemeral innovation, the 

elaborate contrivance of the triple-tiered cosmos is 

continuously subjected to divine scrutiny. The second 

person of the Trinity, godes agen bearn (lOb, God's only 

Son) gazes through the transparent sea, penetrates to the 

ocean depths, and counts each drop of the rain-showers. 

The tradition of God's microscopic knowledge of every 

created atom characterize~ the Latin hexaemera, while 

certain Greek Fathers assured their audiences of God's 

knowledge of the infinitesimal elements of creation. 

St. Clement of Alexandria writes in the Stromat1:1m, 

Deus enim novit omnia . et quad fit in 
theatris, et in partibus rei uniuscujus que, 
inspiciendo, circurnspiciendo, et simul aspiciendo, 
hoc evenit in Dea. Is enim simul omnia ac 
unumquodque etiam sigiliatim aspicit uno intuitu, 
non tamen omnia principale institutum.18 

For God knows all things . . and what applies 
to theatres, and to the par.ts of. each object, in 
looking at, looking around, and taking in the 
whole in one view, applies also to God. For in 
one glance he views all things together, and each 
thing by itself; but not all things by way of 
primary intent. 

Especially by way of convincing the heretics and detractors 

of the Christian faith, other patristic writings emphasized 

the theme of divine omniscience. St. Irenaeus avowed that 

18st. Clement of Alexandria, Stromatum, Lib. 6, 
cap. 17, PG, 9, 388. 
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everything which was made had obtained through God's 

providence its nature, rank, number, and special quality. 19 

With reference to the implied theme of microcosm and 

macrocosm in the Old English terms see ( 9b, sea) and 

rregnas scuran / dropena gehwelcne ( llb-12a, of the rain 

showers, each drop), it may further be seen in the Contra 

Haereses that the knowledge of the vast and dimensionless 

forms of nature properly belongs to their Creator alone. 

St. Irenaeus wrestles with the philosophic element of 

cosmic speculation: 

Si quis accipiens a nobis hujusrnodi testimonium 
et consensum, pergat ad hoc, ut et arenam 
enumeret, et calculos terrae, sed et fluctus 
maris, et stellas coeli et causas excogitare 
numeri qui putatur inventus : nonne in vanum 
laborans? . .20 

If anyone, on obtaining our adherence and consent to 
this, should proceed to reckon up the sand and 
pebbles of the earth, yes, also the waves of the 
sea and the stars of heaven and should endeavour 
to consider the causes of the number which he 
imagines himself to have discovered, would not 
his labour be in vain? 

The Old English passage about Christ viewing the 

translucent sea and the rain-drops presents a textual 

19st. Irenaeus, Contra Haereses, Lib. 2, cap. 26, 
PG, 7, 801. 

20st. Irenaeus, loc. cit. 
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problem. In editing this passage, Clubb accepted Grein's 

emendation of (lOa) to read grundas in geofene, (the very 

bottom of the deep) but Hill remains faithful to the 

manuscript reading of grundas in heofene (foundations in 

21 heaven). He translates this passage, "He himself can 

look aro~nd the sea [and] the foundations in heaven, God's 

true Son, and He can number the drops of rain, [and number] 

each drop". In justifying the manuscript reading, Hill 

argues that 

according to Paul's description of this part of 
the universe, the river Oceanus serves not only 
as a boundary between earth and the land of 
death, but also as support for the foundations 
of heaven. . Within this cosmographic scheme, 
however, {he phrase [giundas in heofene] c6uld 
readily refer to the foundations of the first 
heaven which rest on the stream uton sre , and 
are nevertheless "in heofene".22 

Hill thus convincingly establishes the extra-terrestrial 

perspective of "God's true Sonn in viewing the middangeard 

and its surrounding sea. 

The Christological reference in godes agen bearn 

is entirely opposite to the poem's overall structure and 

varying emphases. The phrase suggests, but does not 

explicitly state, the idea of Christ as co-creator with 

21Hill, nApocryphal Cosmography and the Stream ut on 
Sre '', 553. See Clubb, p. 48, n. 9-10. Clubb accepts the 
emendation for its "suitable meaning 11 and alliteration. 

2 2H1· 11 , 1 . t OC. Cl . 
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Godo The prologue to the German Evangelienbuch, we may 

note, explicitly outlines the divine collaboration of God 

and his "Word" at creationo This poem, the first known 

composition in German with a lyrical strophic form, is 

a hymn to the Logos by the Alsatian monk Otfrid of 

Weissenburg: 

Er mano rfhti thia naht, 
ioh uurti ooh sunna so glat 
odo ouh himil, so er gib6t, 
mit sterron gimalot: 

So uuas er io mit imo sar, 
mit 1mo uu6raht er iz thar: 

so uuas ses io gidatun, 23 
sie iz allaz saman rietun. 

Before the moon ruled over night, 
Or the sun became so bright, 
or the sky was ever painted 
thick with stars, as he commanded, 
The Word was with him constantly, 
with him wrought all that was to be: 
whatever they created 
they both had contemplated. 

Here it is clear that Otfrid thinks of God and his Word 

• 
as co-creators wqo, it seems, created the world and its 

objects after contemplating a supernatural plan or pattern. 

Here again, in oblique_ terms, we meet the ancient 

philosophic concept of a pre-existent pattern for creation. 

23Peter Dronke, The J.ledieval Lyric, p. 38. See 
also the Hamartigenia of Prudentius, PL, 59, 1011-1078, 
especially 11. 70-78. Here the Trinity is imagined as 
a fire of supernatural dimension, the Father being prime 
mover, the Son being the One who warms with heat, the 
Holy Ghost gleaming with light. 
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In still more oblique terms, however, Christ appears 

as co-creator with God throughout Christ and Satan. The 

term godes agen bearn (lOb) is obviously not intended in 

opposition to meotod (2a), but may be interpreted in 

St. Cyril's phrase, Christus, Filius Dei unigenitus et 

mundi effector24 (Christ, the Only-begotten Son of God and 

Creator of the world). Cyril's assertion that Christ 

made all things is echoed in other patristic writings; 

the poet of C~nesis A too assumes the creation of middle-

earth through the ·agency of God's word: purh drihtnes 

word (Genesis A, 130). The emphasis on a creation by 

words strengthens the position of Christ as co-creator. 

Hill has recently considered the Christological allusions 

in the poem, writing that 

the designation of Christ as the Word of the 
Father is both ancient and widespread, and 
for the association of brightness and light 
with the Word, one has to search no further 
than the introduction to the Gospel of Sto 
John in which the Verbum, which "erat in 
principio apud Deumtt (John 1: 2) is also 
described as the "lux vera, quae illuminat 
omnem hominem venientum in hunc mundum" 
(John 1:9).25 

24st. Cyril of Jerusalem, Catechesis XI, PG, 33, 
722. Neil D. Isaacs also notes the shift 11 from the Lord 
(meotod 2a) as Creator to Christ (godes agen bearn lOb) 
as Creator". See Structural Principles, p. 131. 

25 Thomas D. Hill, "Bryht Word" and "Haelendes 
Heafod": Christological Allusion in the OE Christ and 
Satan", ELN, 8 (1970), 7. Hill interprets the Bryhtword 
of (236b) as a kenning for Christ as "the bright (or 
illuminating) Word". 



St. Cyril represents the extreme theological 

perspective on this problem of Christ as Creator; he 

writes 

Omnia effecit Christus . . . non quod Pater 
sufficienti ad creandum per seipsum potestate 
carverit; sect quia Filium voluit rebus quas 
fecisset regnare, ipse exhibens illi rerum 
creandarum designationem.26 

Christ made all things . not that the 
Father lacked power to create the works 
himself, but because he wished the Son to 
reign over his own workmanship, furnishing 
him the design of the things to be made. 

Catechesis XI appears to be an appropriate text in 
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reference to Christ's archetypal acts before Creation and 

after the Fall of Adam'~ dryht. Although he ~id not 

include a specific account of the creation of man, the 

poet of Christ and Satan was undoubtedly familiar with 

God's proposal, "Let~ make man in our image" (Genesis 

1:26) and he seems to have assumed the active participation 

of Christ with the Father in sustaining the world .'27 In 

the passage about the Harrowing of Hell, a peculiar 

26st. Cyril, Catechesis XI, PG, 33, 719. 

27The anonymous Epistola ad Diognetum, PG, 2, 1177, 
extols Christ as opifice et creatore omnium; quocoelos 
condidit, quo mare suis terminis conclusit ("the Artificer 
and Maker of the cosmos, by who~ [God] created the heavens, 
by whom he enclosed the ocean in its proper bounds"). 



epithet for Christ appears: se deora sunu, I gasta 

scyppend (24lb-242a, the beloved Son, Shaper of souls). 

Further, Christ as frumbearn godes (468b, first-born of 

God) reminds his faithful dryht, Snotre gastas, I ic eow 
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purh mine mihte geworhte' I Adam aerest and pre t reae 1e wif 

(469b-471, nwise spirits! By my might I fashioned you --

first Adam and this noble woman"). Christ also reminds 

Adam of the folly committed in Paradise: 

.Ic on neorxnawonge niwe assette 
treow mid telgum, pret aa tanas up 
aepla b~ron, and git reton pa 
beorhtan blreda, swa inc se balewa het, 
handpegen helle. (479-483a) 

In the new Paradise I set a tree with spreading 
boughs, whose branches apples bore, and ye two ate 
the shining fruit as the fiend, the hand-thane 
of hell, gave instruction. 

Finally, in the Temptation section Chris~ calls himself 

meotod alwihta, / cyning moncynnes (696b-697a, Lord of 

all creatures, /King of mankind). By these epithets 

the poet makes Christ signify that he, who had formerly 

viewed the cosmic waters, had now entered "historical" 

time in his temptation by Satan in the context of the 

postlapsarian world symbolized by the westen. By the 

internal evidence in Christ and Satan, the epithets for 

Christ as gasta scyppend, meotod alwiht~ and cyning 

moncynnes, seem to resolve the ambiguity concerning the 

world's creation. God is the actively creating One, 

Christ surveyed the sea and counted the drops of rain, and 
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the Spirit planned and established the parts of creation. 

The role ·of Christ as creator of Adam's dryht and "Shaper 

of souls" seems to extend the function of the second Person 

of the Trinity. This theme, however, is a later develop-

ment; Christ as Creator of the world does not so explicitly 

appear in Christ and Satan (1-21). 

The Church Fathers, however, present strong argu-

ments for Christ as the Person of the Trinity most 

actively engaged in creation. St. Cyril's Catechesis XI 

recapitulates the labours of Christ in the Harrowing of 

hell, preaching to the spirits in prison (I Peter 3:19) 

and in enduring in triumph the Temptation. In these 

contexts St. Cyril reminds his audience of Job, who 

asserted, Qui extendit coelum solus et ambulat super mari 

tanquam super solo ("He alone stretches out the heavens 

and treads upon the crests of, the .sea") . This signifies 

to those who understand that Christ who, during his 

presence here walked upon the sea is he who, with his 

28 Father, had before created the heavens. God's argument 

appears in the Catechesis: Aut tu sumens terram lutum 

finxisti animantem ("Or have you taken the slime of the 

earth and fashioned a living thing?"). Then, sub-

28st. Cyril, Catechesis XI, PG, 33, 722. 
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sequently, foperiuntur vero tibi prae timore portae mortis, 

janitoresque inferni videntes te timuerunt?29 ( 11 Have the 

doors of death been opened unto thee, or hast thou seen 

the doors of the shadow of death?"). St. Cyril explains 

this dialogue of God with Job by writing that Christ, who 

descended into hell to redeem mankind, is he who, in the 

beginning, had created man out of slime. 

The assumption that Christ as Logos functioned as 

the creative agent of God's will is strengthened by 

Augustine
30 

who bases his proof that God created the world 

first of all in his Son in John 8:25. Here, it is found, 

principium provides the key to Genesis 1:1, "In the 

beginning God created the heavens and the earth". Against 

his detractors the Manichaeans Augustine wrote 

Deurn in principio fecisse coelum et terram, non 
in principio temporis, sed in Christo, cum Verbum 
esset apud Patrem.31 

that God in the beginning created heaven and earth, 
not in the beginning of time, but in Christ, when 
the Word was with the Father. 

In the writings of Clement and Eusebius, according to 

29st. Cyril, Catechesis XI, 23. The Septuagint 
references are taken from Job 38:14 and 17. 

30st. Augustine, De Genesi ad_ Litt. lib. imperf.: 
103, PL, 34, 222. 

31st. Augustine, De Genesi contra Manicheos, Lib. 1, 
cap. 102, PL, 34, 174. 
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Danie loll, the "first dayn is the beginning not of the 

32 creation of the world but of "the generation of the Word". 

Christ's agency in creation attested to by the Fathers 

appears to be appropriate in the Old English poem, the 

work of a devout mind highly versed in Scripture. The 

poet takes up the theme of Christ's acts not in the style of 

sustained narrative but rather in a series of elaborations 

on the cosmic acts of Christ designed to stir adoration 

in the poem's hearers. The discontinuous narrative of 

Christ and Satan reveals a certain correspondence with the 

cosmogonic and apocalyptic vision expressed in 2 Peter 3: 

4-7. This Epistle brings to remembrance the newly-created 

'earth standing out of the water and ln the water 11 which 

is ''reserved unto fire against the day of judgment and 

perdition of ungodly men''. The problem of chronology, 

centering in the term principium (beginning), is resolved 

by Peter's assurance "that one day is with the Lord as 

a thousand years, and a thousand years as one day" 

(2 Peter 3:8). The mythic "days" of creation may then be 

conventionally seen as recurring epochs arising from 

mythical and not historical continuity. The poet's 

remembrance of God's edicts surfaces in his lines, Daga 

32Jean Dani~lo~, The Bible and the Liturgy (Notre 
Dame, Indiana, 1956), p. 251. 



encterim / seolua he gesette purh his soaan miht (12b-13, 

"The number of days alone he established through his 

true strength"). 

The hexaemeral tradition in little appears in 

the "six days of creation": 

Swa se wyrhta purh his wuldres gast 
serede and sette on six dagum 
eorCian daeles, up on heofonum, 
and heanne holm. (14-17a) 

The artful connotations oi se wyrhta have been pointed 
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out. The double-faceted verb serede (= sirwan) reinforces 

the underlying theme of elaborate skill in the creation 

of the world. In positive terms, with reference to God, 

sirwan means 11 to plan, devise, use art in doing". In 

negative terms, with reference to deofolcrreft (devil--

craft), sirwan means "to plan, contrive, devise, plot, 

attempt with craft". The potential opposite meanings 

of the single verb emphasize the goodness of God's crE!ative 

plan in contrast to Satan's insurrective and envious plots. 

The poet continues in this passage by stating that God 

invoked his wuldres gast (14b, his holy spirit) in 

devising and setting up the parts of earth, the planetary 

heaven and the profound sea. The phrase on six dagum 

(15b, in six days) reveals the poet's knowledge, (and 

assumption of his reader's knowledge) of the hexaemeral 

succession. 



The inscrutable nature of the Ancient of Days 

is implied in the conclusive rhetoric of (17b-18): 

Hwa is paet O.e cunne 
oraonc clene nymcfe ece god? 

Who may that be who possesses pure knowledge 
save eternal God? 

The foolishness and frailty of man's wisdom is also 

implicit in the lines which evoke the words of God in 

Isaias 55, 8-9: 

For my thoughts are not your thoughts, 
neither are your ways my ways, saith the Lord. 

For as the heavens are higher than the earth, 
so are my ways higher than your ways, and my 
thoughts than your thoughts. 

The inscrutability of the divine nature is a theme much 

explored by the Fathers; St. Cyril of Jerusalem, after 

examining the character of God the Creator, concludes, 

Naturam quidem Dei intime scrutari impossibile 
est: at eum ex iis quae conspicimus ejus 
operibus, g~orificationibus et honore prosequi 
possibile.33 

It is impossible to examine closely into the 
nature of God, but, for his works which we see, 
we can offer him praise and glory. 

The shape of the Old English text thus far has been a 
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recital of the marvellous deeds of God, while it concludes 

with a challenge to the poet's audience to stand in awe 

before his created artefact. The double meaning of 

33st. Cyril of Jerusalem, Catechesis IX, PG, 33, 
642. 
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oroonc reinforces the artful quality of the creation: the 

term comprehends such qualities as 0 mind, genius, wit, 

understanding", as well as such entities as "a skilful 

contrivance or work, artifice, device, design". 

The miniature hexaemeron which.opens Christ and 

Satan concludes with the imaginatively powerful symbol 

of the Dryhten as dispenser of gifts. This image, as we 

have seen in Genesis A, is a chief feature of the hexaemeral 

tradition, while its presence in the introduction of 

Christ and Satan provides a natural transition to the 

laments of the ruined race of angels. The Old English 

poet imagines God as a generous gold-lord: 

Dreamas he gedelde, duguae and gepeode, 
Adam rere st, and pee t aedele cyn, 
engla ordfruman, paet lJe eft forwara. ( 19-21) 

Joys he doled out, powers and language to Adam first, 
and that noble lineage to the angel-chief who 
afterwards perished. 

The bestowal o:( gifts . on. the crE?a ture, a theme oJte1:1 

articulated by the Fathers, also finds abundant expression 

throughout Old English verse, notably in the Exeter Book 

The Gifts of Men
34 

and at the conclusion of Christ II of 

35 Cynewulf. In Christ and Sat~n, Christ, ascended to the 

34PR 3, 137-140, 1-113. 

35PR 3, 26-27, 850-866. 



heofonrice (heavenly kingdom), doles out gifts to Adam's 

race throughout earth in the forms of help and hrelo 

(58la, help and salvation). Undoubtedly, the Scriptural 

source for a theme elaborated in this way centres in the 

Vulgate Psalm 67:18, wherein the Lord ascends on high, 

receives "gifts for men" and "daily loadeth us with 

benefits". The New Testament takes up the theme in 

echoing the psalm: "When [Christ] ascended up on high, 

he led captivity captive, and gave gifts unto men" 

(Ephesians, 4:8). Brief mention of the indisputable 

source of such a passage in the poem illuminates also 

the text of St. Gregory of Nyassa in De Beatitudinibus: 

0 divitis Domini magnificam largitionem! 0 
largam et uberem palmam~ 0 magnam manum! 
quanta arcanorum thesaurorum sunt dona~36 

How munificent is this rich Lord! How 
generously he opens his hands to give us 
his ineffable treasures! 
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However patently Christian in origin this passage is, the 

Old English verses give the poem's introduction its 

peculiarly Germanic character in its evocation of Northern 

dryht ideals in the concept of treasure circulating among 

a society of loyal hearth-troops. As I have pointed out, 

the poet has fashioned his creation account with rhetorical 

36st. Gregory of Nyassa, De Beatitudinibus, cap. 7, 
PG, 44, 1280. 
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skill to emphasize the contrast between the order, harmony, 

and cosmos of divine establishment and the disorder, chaos, 

and revolt of the disloyal troops who sought the windy 

hall of hell. In contrast to these, Adam was shaped as 

a thane loyal to his treasure-dispensing Dryhten, and 

accepting the gifts of dream, duguae, and gepeode as tokens 

of divine lovingkindness. Adam by disloyalty forfeited 

each of these, the bestowal of which followed naturally 

upon the creation of middle-earth. 

In the cosmogony of Christ and Satan the ideas of 

wisdom, understanding, and knowledge are at work in 

God's shaping of the world. The Old English poet's 

allegiance to such an idea in his making of the poem is 

evident in his treatment of the "gifts of men" theme. 

Each of the terms dreamas, duguae, and gepeode, is like a 

many-sided jewel illuminating the sentence of the poet. 

Dream is a t~rm connotative of the rich Germanic legacy 

of hall-joy, the convivial community of loyal hearth­

retainers, the festal mirth at the mead-bench. Bosworth­

Toller offers such terms to expand its meaning as: 

jubilum, laetitia, gaudium, and, in a religious sense 

perhaps, delirium. Dream, then, is the particular gift of 

joy that the Dispenser of all treasures doles out to men 

and angels. Duguae, of multitudinous meanings, signifies 

the gift of aetas virilis (manhood); it also means 
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"excellence, virtue, majesty, magnificence, ornament". 

In terms of advantage, benefit and gain, appropriate 

translations are commodum, beneficium, lucrum, bonum, 

prosperitas, munus. Salus (salvation) is a key meaning. 

Perhaps the most significant term in the context of gift-

dispensing, however, is duguae as "that which is seemly, 

suitable". Because man was made in the image of God :Lt 

is appropriate that he bear divine attributes; hence, 

duguae is decorum, (seemliness). 

The final term in the triad of gifts is gepeode, 

the gift of language or tongues, the ability to communi-

cate in words which distinguishes man from the beasts and 

the lower orders of creation. 37 The element of speech 

is foremost in many parts of Old English poetic texts: a 

variety of contexts springs tc mind. Gepeode may mean 

the boasting speech of the faithless Satan38 who anticipates 

37For the view that the animals enjoyed the gift 
of speech in prelapsarian Eden, see The Book of Jubilees, 
ed. R. H. Charles (London, 1902), Chapter 3:28: "And on 
that day [of Adam's expulsion from the Garden] was closed 
the mouth of all beasts, and of cattle, and of birds, and 
of whatever walks, and of whatever moves, so that they 
could no longer speak: for they had all spoken one with 
another with one lip and with one tongue''. R. H. Charles 
edits this verse, "It seems implied in the text that the 
common original language of men and animals was Hebrew . . . 
according to the Jerusalem Targum on Genesis xi:l, all men 
originally spoke Hebrew, which was the language by mea:::ls of 
which the world was created" (pp. 27-·8). 

38PR 1, 11, 278-291 (Genesis B). 
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39 mythically the malignant speech of Eden's lying Serpent. 

Gepeode also recalls the Junius poet's treatment of the 

confusion of tongues at Babel where, on the green plain of 

40 Shinar, boastful men sought to build a way to God. 

Gepeode may refer to the pharisaical dissimulation of the 

41 saints' demonic temptors, or to the curative, reparative 

speech of the martyrs' confessions. 42 In Christ and Satan 

gepeode is now the gift of language, specifically that of 

praise. In his encomium of creation the poet is con-

sciously using one of those "gifts of men" dispensed, 

among others, by the· generous gold-lord who fashioned 

Eden, when, as St. Ambrose has noted, he first created the 

world, then adorned it with gifts.
43 

The moral imperative which accompanies the divine 

gifts, however, influences the entire hexaemeral account. 

A passage drawn from the Exeter Maxims I expresses 

concisel~ ihe divine compulsion towards the cr~ature: 

39PR 
1 ' 18, 496b-521 (Genesis B). 

40PR 1, 51, 1649-1701 (Genesis A). 

41PR 3, 57' 266 ff. ( Guthlac A). 

42PR 3, 131, 641-669a (Juliana). 

43St. Ambrose, PL, 14, 148. 



God sceal mon re rest hergan 
fregre, feeder userne, forpon pe he us ret frympe 

geteode . 
lif ond laen,ne will an; he usic wile para leana 

gemonian.44 

Man shall fittingly first praise God, our Father, 
for in the beginning he endowed us with life 
and fleeting will; he will remind us of those gifts. 

The gnomic poet reveals the binding and reciprocal dryht 
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relationship between God as Giver of Life and his creature 

to whom breath is lent but for a fleeting space. The 

sententious he usic wile para leana gemonian recalls the 

assurance of Christ in Matthew 16:27, "For the Son of man 

shall come in the glory of his Father with his angels; and 

then he shall reward every man according to his works". 

J. E. Cross has added an illuminating dimension to the 

interpretation of the "gifts of men" tradition. He notes 

that the meaning of modern English talents -"is derived 

from the mediaeval allegorical interpretation of the 

Scriptural parable in Matt_. XXV, l4-30". 45 Cross outlines 

the explanation cf this parable as given in Homilia IX in 

Evangelia by Gregory the Great. According to Gregory, 

"the man who went into a far country was Christ as Man 

46 returning to heaven'', who had before dispensed gifts or 

44Exeter Maxims I, PR 3, 157, 4b-6. 

45J. E. Cross, "The Old English Poetic Theme of 
'·The Gifts of Men'", Neophilologus, 46 ( 1962), 66. 

46 Ibid. Cross's article, though brief, is rich 
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talenta to his servants. Adam, of course, is the human 

archetype of those who receive gifts, talents, or endow-

men ts, from the godly use of which an eternal reward :Ls 

to be gained. In reminding the reader of Adam, then, the 

poet establishes himself within the dryht~tradition as a 

loyal thane of the Lord and provides an appropriate 

transition in the poem to the laments of the fallen race 

of angels. 

Before leaving the hexaemeral account in Christ 

and Satan, the "assertive" element of the introduction 

should be noted. Adam, as I have just suggested, is the 

human archetype of the pilgrims whose journey runs from 

their own creation to their individual doom. A major 

thrust of Christ and Satan is the powerful implication 

that man can indeed, by a rightly-ordered will, follow 

Christ rather than Satan. A later admonishment in the 

poem sums up the purpose of the miniature hexaerl!9ron 

at the introduction: 

in insights, especially as he cites Bishop Haymo of 
Halberstadt, (d. 853 A.D.) who synthesized earlier 
Christian concepts in his homilies and admonished his 
"brothers" in Christ to fulfil their individual talents. 



Gemunan symle on mode meotodes strengao; 
gearwian us togenes grene strrete 
up to englum, prer is se c:elmihtiga god. (285-7) 
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Let us ever call to mind the Creator's power; [let us] 
together prepare a green path upwards toward the angels, 
where is the almighty God.47 

47This translation is offered by Hugh T. Keenan, 
"Exodus 312: the Green Street of Paradise", NM, 71 (1970), 
456: 

Let us always remember in heart the strength of 
the Creator, prepare a green street for us together 
up with the angels, where the Almighty God is. 



CHAPTER FOUR 

THE PARADISE THEME IN THE PHOENIX 

The reader of the Old English poem The Phoeni~, 

is invited to examine the harvest of patristic writings 

on the theme of the earthly paradise. Such literature 

as we have seen formed a major hexaemeral resource 

exploited by the Anglo-Saxon Christian poets. Ever since 

Gaebler1 in 1880 discovered and pointed out correspondences 

between the Old English The Phoenix 443 ff. and St. Ambrose's 

Hex_§.eme_To!! V.23.79-80, questions of Christian sources have 

been resolved into recognition of the influence of the 

early Church Fathers on the Old English poem. In this 

portion of the !Ie~_aem~-~~n 2 the fabled Phoenix inhabits the 

paradisal regions of Arabia and is presented as an emblem 

of human resurrection. More widely recognized, however, 

as a chief sourc~ for the Old English poem, was the C~rmen. 

de Ave Phoenice 3 attributed to the North African Lactantius 

whose later career turned to that of Christian apologist. 

1H. Gaebler, "Uber die Autorschaft des angelsaecrfis­
chen Gedichtes vom Phoenix", Anglia, 3 ( 1880), 516 ff. "' 

2 St. Ambrose, Hexaemeron, Lib. 5, Hom. 7, cap. 23:79. 

3Lactantius, Carmen de Ave Phoenice, PL, 7, 277-284. 
(Incerti auctor1s) 
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We also find in his Divine Institutes the vision of an 

earthly paradise as the focus of apocalyptic expectation. 

In common with the Greek and Latin Fathers and the Christian 

poets~ then, the Old English poet of The Phoenix exploited 

and elaborated upon the terrestrial paradise tradition as 

it circulated among the Mediterranean people and made inroads 

into northern Europe with the advance of Christianity. A 

major facet of this myth was the Phoenix fable, centring 

on the strange birth that forms "one of the most evocative 

b 1 d . d b th h . . t. " 4 I th sym o s ever ev1se y e uman imagina ion . , n . e 

Ol·d English poetic canon the Exeter Phoenix is the 

noblest example of mythopoeic incorporation of cosmopolitan 

legend into an allegorical Christian setting. This poem, 

more than Genesis A or Christ and Satan, gives the clearest 

and most abundant evidence of the influence of a complex, 

literate tradition. The Phoenix invites our consideration 

of a vision of the created order as cosmopoesy, in an 

imaginative mode ,far removed from ponderous "historical" 

speculation. As John Armstrong persuasively asserts, 

"Where strongly mythopoeic literature and art are concerned, 

any sort of dogmatic historicism is . 

unprofitable 11
•
5 

misplaced and 

4 R. T. Rundle-Clark, "The Origin of the Phoenix", 
University of Birmingham Historical Journal, 2 (1949-50), 
3. 

5 John Armstong, The Paradise Myth (London, 1969), 
p. 5. 



In once more assuming the hypothesis that 

The Phoenix has descended from an elaborate and literary 

hexaemeral tradition, I shall indicate the different 

critical aspects to be considered, as they appear in the 

context of the poem's introduction. The study of the 

hexaemeral elements focusses on The Phoenix, (1-84) in 

following the editorial division of these lines into an 

introductory unit established by Grein6 and Cook. 7 Thus 

set apart, lines 1-84 provide an exordium to the poem 
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which sets it at once in the long-established tradition of 

the earthly paradise, both classical and Chiistian, and 

which promises allegorical substance to follow. Against 

N. F. Blake's statement that "we can read the phoenix 

story in the first half only in the light of the allegorical 

interpretation; it has no existence in its own right 11
,
8 

I suggest that the introductory lines, like those of 

Genesis A, can be fruitfully examined as a unit. From a 

study of the introductions of our three poems we are led to 

6 Christian W. M. Grein, ed., Bibliothek der 
Angelslichsischen Poesie I (Goettingen, 1857), p. 217. 

7 A. G. Cook, ed., The Old English Elene, Phoenix, 
and Physiologus (New Haven, 1919), p. 50. 

8N. F. Blake, ed., The Phoenix (Manchester, 1964), 
p. 31. 



realize that out of conventional poetic and patristic 

resources the Anglo-Saxon poets, acting as both cosmo­

graphers and mythographers, have devised poetry which 

displays the theological interests of their culture.· 
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Critical inquiry may focus on the ways in which the 

lines indicated introduce the poem, open some main themes, 

and anticipate by an allegorical setting the major motif 

of the Phoenix _and its spiri tu.al metamorphoses. _The 

emphases in which the poem· varies from the Lactantian 

Carmen de Ave Phoenice will be examined as well as the 

-incorporation of legendary wisdom and implicit and explicit 

echoes from patristic and apocryphal tradition. The 

existence of these in the poem automatically broadens its 

descriptive and allegorical scope. Scant favourable 

~ttention has been given the digressiv~ style which I 

propose to examine. "Style" is a collective term for those 

literary devices and techniques by which the elements of 

language, the Old English wordhoard and Biblical allusion, 

are employed by the poet to fulfil the associational 

potential of word and image. The devotional manner, the 

creation of an artificial setting and an allegorical basis 

for the poem are elaborated in the art of words as the 

poem's foundation is set out. The rhetorical or stylistic 

devices employed by the poet involve such matters as 

emphasis, repetition, contrast, variation, digression, 

omission or modification of his sources, and the embellish-
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ment of hj_s material. The poet's allegorical method in 

the shaping of his sources ,takes into account classical 

myth, traditional heroic and aristocratic language, and 

patristic concepts of the "good life" and the "happy 

landno Hence the mistake of critics and editors in 

referring to The Phoenix (1-380) as a "translation" of 

the Carmen de Ave Phoenice. How the introduction contri-

butes to making The Phoenix not merely a literary ornrunent 

but part of an allegorical progression I attempt to examine 

in the following. The account of the earthly paradise is 

fundamental-to the art and meaning of The Phoenix. An 

account of the hexaemeral features elaborated in the 

poem's introduction will reveal as well how a knowledge 

of exegetical tradition may extend our understanding of 

the poem as a whole. 

A monumental poem like the Phoenix which draws 

extensively upon the hexaemeral cast of composition, has 

attracted the scrutiny of editors and interpreters. The 

poem's continued existence after a thousand years is 

owing to its good fortune to be included in the Exeter 

MS which includes less sophisticated pieces than this. 

In more modern times, beginning with Germanicist scholar-

9 ship of the nineteenth century, editorial apparatus has 

9Grein's Bibliothek of 1857 limits its discussion 
of the poem to an historical note on the Exeter Book 



199 

been applied to the poem without its leading to any compre-

hensive and vital conclusions which expand our insights 

about the native habitati-0n of the Phoenix. Even the 

collective edition of the Anglo-Saxon Records is definitely 

cornmi tted to ''preserving a faithful record of the manuscript 

and "of taking account of all significant contributions to 

the understanding of the manuscript. 11
,
10 

rather than 

interpreting the critical problems involved in it. Norman 

F. Blake, however, has taken in hand both editorial and 

critical challenges with respect to The Phoenix. Among 

the poem's editions, Blake's as the most recent is also 

the most satisfactory in terms of an account of the 

development of the phoenix-myth and its attendant symbolism. 

Blake also provides a compilation of modern critical 

(p. 362) and confines its textual notes to variant readings 
o~ single words or phrases. The nine editorial divisions 
are undoubtedly intended to clarify the sequence of the 
poem, but except for the Introduction, (1-84), the divisions 
tend rather to categorize and separate the development of the 
poem as a whole. No extended critical commentary accompanies 
Grein's edition. The edition by A. S. Cook, The Old English 
Elene, Phoenix, and Physiologus (New Haven, 1919) traces 
the development of the Phoenix as a symbol in classical 
and Egyptian texts and collates critical perspectives on 
problems of date, authorship and manuscript. Cook favoured 
Cynewulfian authorship for The Phoenix, basing this on cor­
respondence in phraseology between this and Cynewulf's 
signed poems. A discussion of the Carmen de Ave Phoenice 
argues in favour of Lactantius' composition of the poem after 
his conversion to Christianity. No real elaboration on the 
influence of possible sources for the OE poet appears in 
Cook's Introduction and scant sense of the poem as a whole 
emerges from it. 

10 G. P. Krapp, Preface to The Junius Manuscript, v, 
PR I. 
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attitudes toward sources, authorship and date. Less 

satisfactory, however, is the apologetic tone throughout 

his introduction to The Phoenix, Indeed, Blake fails to 

deal very specifically with the Old English poem itself 

except to point out those qualities and techniques in 

which he finds it inferior to the Carmen de Ave Phoenice. 

The implication is strong that in relation to the concise 

excellence of the Latin poem, the Old English account 

will prove a disappointment in its alleged "verbosity" 

d d .ff l"t 11 an i use qua i y. Yet Blake as editor of the poem 

has examined it closely, as an earlier article demonstrates. 

In his "Some Problems of Interpretation and Translation in 

the Old English Phoenix", he deprecates thedivision of 

the poem into two sections while insisting on correct 

translations to aid in understanding the poet's allegorical 

12 method. Various observations on the poem's style in his 

11Blake, The Phoenix, p. 25. 

12N. F. Blake, "Some Problems of Interpretation and 
Translation in the OE Phoenix", Anglia, 80 (1962), 57. 
Typical surveys of OE literature-r8Veal general inadequacy 
and platitudinous treatment of the poem. S. B. Greenfield 
in A Critical History of OE Literature (New York, 1965), 
p. 185, finds the landscape of The Phoenix "Lactantian 11 

but fails to elaborate. C. L. Wrenn's A Study of OE 
Literature (New York, 1967), p. 132, alleges, '!we find in 
The Phoenix signs of independent pleasure in the happy 
contemplation of nature in her seasons". Here is the nadir 
of critical assumptions about the treatment of "nature" in 
the poem: one of the major elements of the Earthly Paradise 
is its very lack of seasons, it being a table-land caught 
out of the natural cycle of vegetation with its inevitable 
decay. 
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introduction to the poem, however, invite challenge. These 

will be examined in the course of a later discussion of 

the form and style. 

Two studies concerning the historical dimensions 

of the phoenix-legend and the earthly paradise nexus reveal 

the literate tradition in which these myths were fostered. 

First I refer to Rundle-Clark's thorough study of the 

origins and development of the phoenix legend. Relating 

that the phoenix enters European literature first through 

Herodotus, Historia II:73 and is first mentioned in 

connection with Hermopolis by Tacitus in Annales 6:28, 

he states, 

The role of the bird in Egyptian religion is two­
fold: it can be intermediary between mankind 
and the world of the gods or it can demonstrate 
by its flight the power of the supreme God of 
the sky.13 

In relation to the Anglo-Saxon treatment of the phoenix 

we may note that the bird as a symbol evolves toward 

emblemizing Christ who functions in a symbolic environment 

as intermediary (or "mediator") between middle-earth 

and the Kingdom of Heaven. The Phoenix (Christ) in the 

Old English poem also "demonstrates by its flight the 

power of the supreme God of the sky". The harmonious dryht 

13R. T. Rundle-Clark, ''The Origin of the Phoenix", 
132. 



of birds that follows the noble Phoenix represents the 

purified "elect" of Christ. 14 
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The second article on the dimensions of the related 

phoenix and paradise myths is Henning Larsen•s comparison 

of the Old English eleventh-century homily (in two 

manuscripts, CCCC 198 and Cot. Vesp. D 14) with the also 

eleventh-century Old Norse account AM 194). Attesting 

to the venerability and the perseverance of the phoenix 

myt~ Larsen views in the correspondence between the Old 

English and Old'Norse versions such similarities "that no 

other theory than that of directiranslation [from OE to ON] 

will account for them''. 15 All motifs of the mediaeval 

phoenix story here display the same arrangement and 

emphases, according to Larsen. Although the late Old 

English account of the earthly paradise is tangential to 

our study, a number of these correspondences are worth 

quoting because of their significance in the Lactantian 

presentation of the terrestrial Garden, and in the Old 

English poem itself. These parallels are, in order: 

14The Phoenix, (589-594a). 

15Henning Larsen, "Notes on the Phoenix", JEGP :• 41 
(1942), 79-84. (Here, 82.) The text of the late OE 
version appears in Rubie Warner, ed., Early English 
Homilies, EETS CLII (1917). 
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....., 
Paradisus . er eigi aa 
himnum ok eigi aa iordu. 

Paradisum nis naaor ne 
on heofonum ne on 
eorpan. 

Paradisus er XL milna 
haerri en Noa f lod 
vard. 

Paradisus er oll iamlong 
ok iambreid. 

paer er h~orki hatri ne hungr 
ok alldri er ~ar n~tt ne 
myrkr. 

Nu is Paradisum 
feowaertig f aeama 
hehgra ponne Noes f lod 
waes. 

Paradisus is eall 
efenlang and efenbrad. 

Nis paer ne hete ne 
hungor ne paer niht 
naefre ne cymea. 

Paradise is neither in heaven nor on earth .. 
now Paradise is forty fathoms higher than Noah's 
Flood was . . . Paradise is equal in length 
and breadth ... nor is there hate nor hunger 
nor does night [ON = nor darkness] ever come there. 

Both the Old Norse version, which cites Moses as its 

authority, and the late Old English account attributed 

to a vision of St. John, attest to a mediaeval belief in 

the antiquity and venerability of the myth of the earthly 

paradise and the phoenix legend. 

In turning now to the problem of the influence of 

antique tradition on the Old English poem it becomes 

evident that 11originality" is a moot point in the text of 

The Phoenix. For decades the classic explication of the 

poem, Emerson's "Originality in Old English Poetry" traces 

the Anglo-Saxon poet's purpose of making "a thoroughly 

Christian poem of the Lactantian Phoenix 11
•
16 His study, 

1601iver F. Emerson, "Originality in OE Poetry", 
RES, 2 (1926), 31. Emerson offers a useful if perfunctory 
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however, fails to lead his observations about the 

"Chri9tian baptizing" of the Lactantian poem to any compre-

hensive conclusions. As a rebuttal to Emerson's assumptions 

about the Anglo-Saxon poet's "originality", N. F. Blake 

argues in favour of the overriding influence of "tradition" 

rather than the dynamics of "originality" in the treatment 

of the Latin Carmen. He points out that the Old English 

poet was not the first to christianize the Carmen de Ave 

Phoenice, 17 adding that "several of the features which 

Emerson claimed as original are found already in the Life 

of St. Eligius" .· The similarities between this ninth-

century manuscript (the latter part of which presents a 

description of the earthly paradise wherein St. Eligius 

awaits translation to heaven), and the description of the 

earthly paradise in The Phoenix, are attributed by Bla...1{.e 

to the exploitation of common sources. Blake, then, in 

this context appears to concur with the argument that 

list of pagan omissions in the modification of Lactantius' 
Carmen carried out by the OE poet. In the first 50 lines 
~the Carmen the OE poet has omitted the grove of the Sun 
(1. 9 of Latin), fires of Phaethon (10), waters of 
Deucalion (14), Aurora (35), Phoebus (41), Sol (43), 
music of Cyrrhaean strains (48), Cyllenean lyre (50). 

17N. F. Blake, "Originality in 'The Phoenix"'', NQ, 
206 (1961), 327. The Life of St. Eligius by St. Audoenus 
is in the Royal Library, Brussels, Codex 5374-5, as cited 
in Blake's edition, p. 19. 
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tradition more than originality or individual talent 

appears convincingly to have been a major force in the Old 

English manipulation of the paradisial theme. 

Tradition, and, moreover, lettered tradition 

appears as the major structural and thematic force in J. S. 

Kantrowitz' argument "The Anglo-Saxon Phoenix and Tradition.". 

In brief, the traditional symbols of the silkworm, eagle, 

and phoenix are collectively viewed as symbols of the 

Resurrection, while the central seed-grain metaphor is 

explicated: "the seed-grain image", she writes, 

here appears as a figurative means for explaining 
and vivifying the rebirth of the bird which, in 
turn, functions as the major metaphoric framework 
for the doctrine of resurrection, providing in 
each phase of its rebirth a typology for the good 
Christian and his Saviour.18 

J. E. Cross, in what is perhaps the most important 

recent study of The Phoenix, has developed the matter of 

tradition further with reference to "the three spiritual 

senseSof Scripture, familiar in patristic exegesis and 

transmitted in Old English hbmily 11
•
19 Cross interprets 

the poem's identification of Christ with the Phoenix in 

18Joanne S. Kantrowitz, "The Anglo-Saxon Phoenix 
and Tradition,,, Pq, 43 ( 196·~), 13. 

19J. E. Cross, "The Conception of the Old English 
Phoenix", in Robert Creed, ed., Old English Poetry: Fifteen 
Essays (Providence, 1967), 135. 



the prefiguration by the Old Testament Phoenix of the 

New Testament Christ "in a brief but clear typological 

or allegorical" mode.
20 

He develops a persuasive and 

comprehensive argument recapitulated thus: 

. this poem is an effective medieval homily 
on the Phoenix, in which Lactantius' De Ave 
Phoenice, the fullest description of the bird, 
was adapted as a Christian historical explanation, 
and ideas taken from patristic exegesis and 
polemic, as well as the Physiologus literature, 
were elaborated to provide distinguishable 
tropological anagogtcal, and typological 
explanations, so to present a four-fold inter­
pretation of a real and scriptural bird.21 
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In contrast to the "highly structured fourfold 

exegetical genre 1122 assumed by Cross, Stanley B. Greenfield 

views in The Phoenix "a circumambulation . . . on the 

theme of resurrection".
23 

This verbal circumambulation 

implies, in Greenfield's view, that the Phoenix "is a 

real bird to the Old English poet, a created being, one of 

20Ibid., p. 143. 

21 Ibid., p. 145. Cross has reviewed in a note, 
(n. 36, 149-50) the application of the Phoenix in patristic 
homily and commentary. 

22stanley B. Greenfield, Th~ Interpretation of Old 
English Poems (London and Boston, 1972), p. 145. 

23 Ibid., p. 144. 
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the visibilia of this world in which, as the remainder of 

the poem shows, .we may see invisibilia Dei". 24 Cros:s 1 s 

argument that 

the representation of the Phoenix as the good 
Christian in his earthly nest is a moral or 
tropological interpretation, the bird as 
Christian in his heavenly dwelling is an 
anagogical interpretation, and the bird as 
Christ is a typical or allegorical inter­
pretation, 25 

implies, for Greenfield, nan order and structure too clean­

cut for the actual poetic materials 11
•
26 In terms of the 

argument of my chapter, however, the "order and structure" 

perceived by Cross in The Phoenix bears relevance to the 

unifying principles of exegetical exploration rather than 

to the discursive mode of composition implied in tlrn term 

"verbal circumambulation". Cross's argument penetrates 

to the order and structure, as well as the palpable design, 

of the intellectual four-fold method of interpretation 

without diminishing the poem's aesthetic appeal. The quest 

for allegory appears to be justified by the plain exegetical 

24 Ibid. , p. 141. 

25 Cross, op. cit., p. 136. 

26Greenfield, op. cit., p. 142. 
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structure underlying the more "assertive" types of 

literature which formed in part the Anglo-Saxon Christian 

poets' likely sources. Applicable in this connection 

are such exercises as John Cassian's four-fold interpreta­

tion of the symbol of Jerusalern, 27 or Philo's highly 

structured explication of the pleasance of Eden, to be 

discussed later in this chapter. In the face of these 

complex and profoundly patterned exegetical modes of 

writing it seems improbablC:, and unconvincing to argue, as 

Greenfield does, that Cross's four-fold interpretative 

approach "though professing to be historical, is, 

paradoxically, more modern than might appear in its 

catering to our desire to find a kind of aesthetic­

thema tic unity in a poem 11
•
28 

A reading of the poem considerably less convincing 

tban Cross's appears in Daniel . G. Calder's "The Vision 

of Paradise: a symbolic reading of the Old English 

Phoenix". This study offers an aesthetic framework for 

an "ascending order of beauty "allegedly evident in the 

poem, and from this intellectual framework it asserts the 

existence of the theological nexus between beauty and 

27 See Chapter One, above, p. 17. 

28Greenfield, p. i4s. 



salvation; the unifying principle of the poem is to be 

discovered in terms of a dialectic: 

The Phoenix is not a formal Christian allegory; 
rather, as an examination of the major symbols 
will show, it is a rendering of the relation­
ship between beauty and salvation that unites 
all differing allegorical perspectives in one 
symbolic vision.29 
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Much of Calder's argument focusses on the fr re t we (treasures, 

ornament) images throughout The Phoeni~while he attributes 

to the visual beauty of paradise "the movement towards sal-

30 vation [which] begins in the perception of adorned beautyn. 

Such assertions about the a~hievement of grace and salvation 

through art contribute to a rather unmediaeval interpreta-

tion of the poem. These will later be contested in an ex-

amination of the poetic use of vegetation imagery which is a~ 

least as prevalent as imagery clustered around jewels, 

treasures and ornaments. The poetic emphasis on "greenness" 

in the wealdas grene (13b, "green forests"), wuduholt wynlic 

(34a, "pleasant wood"), the beamas a/ grene stondao 

(35b-36a, "trees [which] stand evergreen"), and so forth 

29
naniel G. Calder, "The Vision of Paradise; a 

symbolic reading of the OE Phoenix'', Anglo-Saxon England, 
1, 16 8. 

30 Calder, p. 178. 
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would seem to belie the type of jeweller's shop image of 

the poem purported by Calder in his interpretation of the 

earthly paradise. The "visual" 31 beauty of the retreat 

alleged by Calder seems secondary to the good works, the 

green shoots of merit cultivated by the Christian. 

Heroic formulaic language is found throughout 

The Phoenix and the opening gesture Hrebbe 
~~~~~-=-~~-=--~ 

32 ic gefrugnen 

(I have heard) defines the poem at once as belonging to 

the body of poetry arising from the ancestral wordhoard 

but not necessarily intended for recitation. A greater 

number of Old English scholars 33 are tending to the view 

that use of formulae which were previously oral does not 

uniformly imply oral composition or delivery when a 

literate poet uses them. The Phoenix as it is preserved 

31calder, 170. Alvin A. Lee, in evaluating two 
kinds of critical theory, distinguishes between their 
differing emphases. He notes first, the strictly exegetical 
critic "dedicated to leading the reader's mind away from 
the text towards invisibilia" (55). Second, he notes the 
strictly aesthetic critic characterized by "absorption in 
the intricacies of words as motif". In recognizing the 
respective shortcomings of each method, Lee offers a plea 
for a disc~minating knowledge of the mediaeval four levels 
of meaning coupled with modern critical theory and practice. 
See "Old English Poetry, Mediaeval Exegesis and Modern 
Criticism", 4 7-7 3. 

32The typical rhetorical phrase is comparable to 
the opening lines of Beowulf, Exodus, Daniel, Juliana, 
Andreas and Christ and Satan. 

33with varied emphases, the scholars who favour the 
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in the Exeter Book gives abundant evidence of being the 

literary composition of a very literate poet. In the 

exploration of the literary paradise of The Phoenix, then, 

we return to the central hypothesis of these chapters; 

that is, that the Old English biblically-based poems on· 

creation also reveal their shapi.ng in a complex lettered 

tradition of hexaemeral writings. 

The ·opening phrase, though typical, is evocative, 

and not without an implicit sense of wonder as the poet 

opens his account of the terrestrial paradise. With the 

advantage of hindsight we realize that what the poet has 

"heard" owes partial ori.gins to the widely-circulated 

myths of both pagan and Christian conceptions of the 

sacred enclave. The rest of his sentence introduces, as 

a proper exordium does, several important assumptions 

about the noble land of the Phoenix: its mythic removal 

(both in moral and imaginative terms), its situation. in the 

East, it)superlative nobility, itsrenown among mankind: 

influence of a lettered tradition on OE poetics would 
include Larry D. Benson, Jackson J. Campbell, James E. 
Cross, Philip Rollinson, B. F. Huppe, D. W. Rober~.\)n., and 
M. W. Bloomfield. Acknowledgment has been made throughout 
this thesis to the contributions of these critics in 
specific poetic contexts. 



Hreb be ic gefrugnen t>re t te is feor heonan 
eastdrelum on cepelas t londa, 
firum gefrrege . ( l-3a) 

I have heard tbat far hence in the East 
is the noblest of lands, renowned among 
men. 

Each of these qualities attributed to the land of the 

Phoenix is also unanimously ascribed to Eden or paradise 

in the Jewish apocryphal literature and the descriptions 

in the Church Fathers. In the Liber de Paradiso of 
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St. Ambrose, a specific reference to the East is apposite 

to the poetic text: 

Ergo bene paradisus qui pluribus fluminibus 
irrigatur, secundurn orientem est, non contra 
orientern, hoc est, secundum illum orientem 
cui nomen est Oriens, id est secundurn Christum, 
qui jubor quoddam aeternae lucis effudit, et 
est in Eden, hoc est in voluptate.34 

Paradise, a land watered by many rivers, is 
then appropriately situated in the East and 
not in the regions facing it. This reference 
to the East is significant, for the rising 
sun may be compared to Christ who flashed forth 
a gleam of eternal light which exists in Eden, 
that is, in a land of delight. 

The imagery associated with the sun in the latter pa:rt 35 

of The Phoenix thus has a logical purpose, the comparison 

of Christ's glory with the radiance of luminaries. 

34st. Ambrose, Liber de Paradiso, cap. 3:23, PL, 
14, 300. 

35The Pho en ix, ( 5 89 ff) . Compare also the verse, 
to frean geardum / sunnan togeanes ( 578b-579a, "to the 
Lord's dwelling/ towards the sun"). 
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Philo in his Quaestiones et Solutiones in Genesin 

takes the expla~ation of the East further. The answer 

to the problem, "Why is [God] said to have planted Paradise 

in Eden toward the East?" also applies to the movement in 

the flight of the Phoenix. 

In the first place, because the movement of the 
world is from East to West, and that from which 
movement starts is first. Second, that which 
is in the region of the East is said to be on 
the right side of the world, while that in the 
region of the West is on the left. And so 
the poet testifies (Homer, Iliad xii, 239; 
Od. xx, 242), calling the birds in the region 
of the East "right" and those which are in the 
region of the West "on the left side 11

• If they 
go to the right side, it is to the day and the 
sun; but if to the left, toward evening and 
darkness ....... In the third place, because 
[Paradise] is wisdom and radiance and light.36 

Certain Fathers supplemented this by writing that God 

planted Paradise in the East, representing by that 

direction the beginning of life for man in concord with 

heavenly luminaries, the course of which is from East to 

West. Augustine explained that the location of Eden in 

the East symbolized the Garden's proximity to the light 

f . d 37 o wis om. 

36Philo, Questiones et Solutiones in Genesin, !:7. 
Supplement I. trans. Ralph Marcus (London, 1953), p ." 5. 

37st. Augustine, De Genesi contra Manicheos, II, 
9-11, PL, 34. For an account of the Renaissance traditions 
of paradise, see Joseph E. Duncan, Milton's Earthly 
Paradise (Minneapolis, 1972), Chapter 7, pp. 188-233. Here 
we are told that a map of Paradise in the Geneva Bible 
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The phrase feor heonan (far hence) removes the 

poet's conception of Paradise from the familiar arena 

of middle-earth, yet does not identify it as an unearthly 

dwelling, for the very nature of the terrestrial Paradise 

is an aspect of the temporally-confined creation.
38 

Al-

though the Fathers have drawn certain distinctions between 

the heavenly Paradise and the earthly, it follows from 

a study of their writings on this theme that the traditions 

surrounding the one were extended to the other, that nEden" 

and "Paradisen were used interchangeably as terms connota-

tive of "a land of delight". The a3pelast londa of the 

poem, however, I take to mean, not the neorxnawong (397a, 

e 
plain of paradise) where the reference is definitly to 

·1 

the dwelling of Adam and Eve as wer ond wif (394a, man 

and wife), but a composite structure of the poet's imagina-

tion which garners the qualities of Eden and makes his 

paradise a noble land in the superlative degree. The 

placed it on the Euphrates. Another investigation of the 
locus of Paradise was that of Franciscus Junius (familiar 
to OE scholars) whose popular Tremellius-Junius Bible of 
1590 showed a comprehensive study of the ancient geographers. 
Duncan writes that Junius, in trying to solve the mystery 
of the location of Paradise, "sought clues in Ptolemy, 
Herodotus, Diodorus, Curtius, Strabo, Pliny, Dion, 
Marcelli.nus" and others (p. 206). 

38see St. John Chrysostom, In Genesim Sermo, VII 
PG, 53, 61-69. 
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description of his Earthly Paradise has a cosmic quality; 

it symbolizes the heavenly Paradise in little. It shows, 

too, the qualities of Eden's "otherness" in being sE~t 

apart from evil doers. 

Nis se foldan sceat 
ofer middangeard mongum gefere 
folcageridra, ac he afyrred is 
purh meotudes meaht manfremmendum. ( 3b-6) 

This region of the earth is inaccessible to 
many rulers of the world and is set off by 
the might of the Lord from workers of iniquity. 

The sacral quality of Paradise is similar to that of the 

primordial Eden. Just as.Paradise is kept inviolate 

from manfrernmendum (evil-doers), so Eden earlier witnessed 

the expulsion of the original sinners and had its eastern 

gate guarded by "Cherubim, and a flaming sword which 

turned every way, to keep the way of the Tree of Life" 

( Gen . 3 : 2 4 ) . 

The phrases feor heonan (far hence) and he afyrred 

is ([it] is set off), then, exhibit both moral and imagina-

tive implications of otherness. In moral terms, this 

Paradise is free alike of change and of decay, exempt from 

the cycle of the seasons and temporal limitations which 

control the flux of the middangeard. Unmolested by sin 

and pestilence in the forms of evildoers, intemperate 

weather, and human tragedy, and untouched by fire or flood, 

the land flourishes eadig ond onsund (20a, happy and 

unharmed). From the perspective of middle-earth the con-
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templation of Paradise centres around its innocence. With 

this land are associated those constant and inviolable 

energies that attest to direction and upholding purl~ 

meotudes meaht (6a, through the Lord's might). The features 

of the landscape do not include anything approaching 

an ambiguous moral symbol; Paradise here lacks the fatal 

Tree and insinuating serpent of the Old English Genesis ~­

Because the chief actor in this scene is the Phoenix which 

signifies both the resurrected Christ and also his elect, 

resplendent with good works, it is fitting that the land­

scape should pertain to the unfallen order of creation. 

The poet's devotional design is evident in the 

imaginative removal of Paradise in terms of inaccessible 

topography. Twelve fathoms higher than any of the 

mountains of middle-earth, untouched by fire and spared by 

the Flood, Paradise is separated by the river Oceanus and 

lit, not by the shadowy half-light of any pagan Elysium, 

but by the taper ,of heaven go des condel le, glred um gimme 

(9lb-92a, God's candle, the gracious gem). Removal in 

terms of height and space emphasizes the sanctity of 

Paradise; the description of its landscape implies an 

almost encapsulated scene of static beauty which yet conveys 

an impression of fragility and trans 'ience. It is to these 

qualities of static beauty that the description turns next. 



Wlitig is se wong eall, wynnum geblissad 
mid pam fregres twn foldan stencum. ( 7-8) 

Fair is all that field, dowered with joys, with 
the sweetest fragrances of earth. 
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Here it may be noted that the Old English poet is anxious 

to claim for his Christian Paradise certain appurtenances 

of the pagan otherworld. The two traditions become fused 

at some points in the new Christian theology. Tertullian, 

as we have seen in Chapter One, pointed out the correspon-

dences between the divine beauty of Paradise and the 

Elysian fields. The Cohortatio ad Graecos which J. P. 

Migne attributed to Justin Martyr, is devoted to the 

"Christianization of classical myth", while Clement of 

Alexandria and Lactantius considered "the classical ideas 

of a golden age existence and of remote, blessed isles" 

as "distorted reflections of sacred truth 11
•
39 

At this point in the poem, however, is a 

specifically Christian use of the term wlitig, translated 

by Bosworth-Toller as "beautiful, comely, fair". Moreover, 

with reference to the exegetical tradition, wlitig has 

two special applications: first "of beauty that appeals 

39see Joseph E. Duncan, Milton's Earthly Paradise: 
a Historical Study of Eden (Minneapolis, 1972), p. 25. 
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to the senses", and second, "of beauty that appeals to the 

mind". With reference to the fertile beauty of Eden in 

these terms, St. Ambrose writes, 

Est- ergo paradisus terra quaedam fertilis, hoc 
est anima fecunda, in Eden plantata, hoc est 
in voluptate quadam vel exercitata terra, in 
qua animae sit delectatio. Est etiam vous 
tanquam_Adam: est ei sensus, tanquam Eva.40 

Paradise is therefore a land of fertility, that 
is, a soul which is fertile, planted in Eden. 
This means a certain delightful or well-tilled 
land in which the soul finds pleasure. Adam 
existed there as ~us [mind] and Eve as 
'sense' . 

The descriptive term wlitig is applied not only to the 

Paradise of the Phoenix but also to its nest, which is 

later presented in the poem as wlitig ond wynsum (203a, 

fair and comely). The devotional terms of beauty in which 

the paradisal plain is presented direct the reader's 

adoration to the Creator. The phrase wynnum geblissad 

(7b, dowered with delights) implies the generosity of the 

divine gold-lord who governs this plain, later described 

as se repele feld [which] wridaa under wolcnum, wynnum 

geblowen (26b-27, "the noble plain [which] flourishes under 

the clouds, flowering with delights"). 

40st. Ambrose, Liber de Paradiso, cap. 3:12, PL, 
14, 296. Ambrose borrows here from the line of traditional 
assumptions established by the Rabbinic authors and Philo. 



219 

The sweet savours connected with the green plain of 

Paradise have their counterpart in biblical and apocryphal 

sources. The visionary in the Book of Enoch beholds the 

mountain summit which is the Throne of God, surrounded by 

fragrant trees. The fiery mountain range through which 

the spiritual pilgrim penetrates to the celestial summit 

also contains "aromatic trees exhaling the fragrance of 

41 frankincense and myrrh''. In their songs, as we have 

seen, Dracontius and Prudentius specify the roses and 

lilies perfuming the sacred Garden. 42 The Old English 

Riddle refashioned from the De Creatura of Aldhelm, 

refers to creation embodying sweet incense and the 

fragrance of the rose: 

le eom on stence strengre micle 
ponne ricels oppe rose sy,43 

I am much stronger in fragrance than incense is 
or the rose. 

41R. H. Charles, ed., The Book of Enoch, ch. 24-25, 
pp. 52-3. 

42For a comprehensive catalogue of mediaeval 
meaning attached to certain types of flowers, see Rabanus 
Maurus, De Universe, PL, 109, 930 and 1115. One signifi­
cance of the while rose, for example, was the "unfading 
flower of martyrdom". The lily, too, shared in this 
connotation. 

43Exeter Riddle 40, PR 3, 200-203, 23-4. 
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Sweet savours are here understood as primeval gifts of the 

new creation. No such revelation of perfumes occurs in 

the introduction to the Lactantian Carmen de Ave Phoenice, 

as the Old English poet twice mentions in this section 

that paer se halga stenc I wunap ge.ond wynlond < 8lb--82ft, 

"there the holy savour abides throughout that land of 

joy") . 

In a mode evident in Christ and Satan, the following 

unit of description identifies the cunning artificer of 

the plain wi~th the wisdom associated with acts of creation: 

~ nlic · is pret iglond, repele se wyrhta, 
modig, meahtum spedig, se pa moldan gesette. (9-10) 

Matchless44 is that island, noble its Artificer, wise, 
abundant in power, who established that land. 

The challenge here lies in the interpretation of iglond 

insofar as it defines the situation of Paradise. Following 

45 Cook, Krapp glosses the word not "in the specific sense 

of 'island', but rather in the literal sense of 'water-

land' , r land that, is reached by water'". Cook associates 

it in the context of The Phoenix with the Orient. 46 In 

44 Alternate B-T translations are egregius, elegans, 
pulcher. 

45 Cook, op. cit., n. 9, p. 102. 

46 Ibid., p. 102. 
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recalling the old Germanic conception of the world as 

surrounded by water, 47 Thomas D. Hill, invoking Christian 

cosmographic terms, interprets the world-encircling 

Oceanus as "the cosmic Jordan". 48 The rej>e last londa 

of The Phoenix may be interpre~ed in the archaic poetic 

term "strand" or water-land along the margin of a r:L ver, 

iglond being a term connotative of separation by a stream 

or reach of ocean. Oceanus may then be the "cosmic Jordan" 

that washes the strand or iglond of the Earthly Paradise, 

itself a sacred enclosure fear heonan (far hence). Rabanus 

M 49 d S"d . A 11" . SO h h . h aurus an i on1us po inar1us bot emp asize t e 

separation of Eden by a long stretch of ocean. 

Again, the function of Oceanus, as Hill points 

out from evidence in the Visio Sancti Pauli, is to provide 

support for the foundations of heaven, the celestial 

P d
. 51 ara ise. From such a concept, perhaps, arises the 

poet's contention, 

47 See Jacob Grimm, Teutonic Mythology, p. 5E>9. 

48 Thomas D. Hill, "Apocryphal Cosmography and the 
Stream uton Sre ", PQ, 48 ( 1969) , 551. 

49c t . . G . L"b 1 PL 10~ ommen ariorum in enesim, i . , ~' 1, 
476 ff. 

50 Carmen II, PL, 58, 654. 

51Hill, 553. He cites Visio Sancti Pauli, ed. 
Theodore Silverstein, in Studies and Documents IV (London, 
1935)' 6-12. 



-Daer bia oft open eadgum togeanes 
onhliden hleopra.wyn, heofonrices duru. (11-12) 

When Heaven's qoors swing.out for the blessed 
Their glorious voices ring echoes there.52 
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Such is the poetic elaboration of the mention in the Latin 

Carmen, Qua patet aeterni maxima porta poli (2, where the 

doors of the eternal heavens stand open). The Old English 

poet expands, too, the suggestion of the interplay between 

earth and heaven; in the Latin Carmen no reference is -

found to the troops of blessed ones, presumably the saints 

resting after life's struggle and awaiting the judgment 

of the just. This suggestion is strengthened by the vision 

of Judgment briefly revealed in (47-9): 

oa brel es cyme' 
dryhtnes domes, ponne deaarceced, 
hrelepa heolstorcofan, onhliden weorpaa. 

till the advent of fire, the sentence of God, 
when the graves, the tombs of men, shall be 
unclosed. 

The single reference to fire in the introductory thirty 

lines of the Carmen is a retrospective one: 

Cum Phaethonteis flagrasset ab ignibus axis, 
Ille locus flamrnis in viola tus er at. ( 11-12) 

When Phaeton's chariot set the world aflame, 
That place was all inviolate by fire.53 

52The translation of these lines is from Poems From 
the Old English, trans. Burton Raffel (Lincoln, Nebraska, 
1960), p. 108. 

53 Translated by Ella Isabel Harris in Cook 1 s edition, 
p. 124. 
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With reference to the Lactantian poem it may be 

useful at this point to indicate the type of Christian 

apology offered by the established works of Lactantius. 

Writing in a milieu of Christian millenarianism, yet 

equipped literarily with the metaphors of pagan culture, 

Lactantius' Divine Institutes embody a conflation of pagan 

and Christian tradition. In anticipating the renewal of 

the golden age, Lactantius combines the pastoral elements 

of the vision of universal peace in Isaias with those of 

the pagan reign of Saturn and the Messianic prophecy of 

Vergil's :Fourth Eclogue. His Christian expositions are 

visibly synthetic in texture. In contrast, the Anglo-

Saxon poet thoroughly Christianizes his materials from 

classical tradition, deliberately rejecting or converting 

to Christian aesthetic terms what he finds in his sources 

to be inappropriately pagan. No such synthetic mode of. 

apologetics as Lactantius' appears in the Old English 

poem; the elements are uncompromisingly Christian. 54 

Again, with reference to the Old English ascription 

of nobility to the Cre~tor of middle-earth, the comments 

54 Daniel Calder, in "The Vision of Paradise", 167, 
justifies the exegetical approach to the Lactantian poem 
"which at no time refers to a system of Christian 
theology 11 because the Phoenix "had been a symbol charged 
with Christian meaning since the earliest patristic 
writers". 



of Lactantius on the workmanship of God bear relevance: 

Est ergo aliquis artifex mundi Deus; et seorsum 
erit mundus, qui factus est, seorsum ille, qui 
fecit .... Si ergo est constructus, ut domus, 
nee ipse Deus est, nee elementa, quae sunt partes 
ejus; quia neque domus habere dominium sui 
potest, neque illa de quibus domus consta~ .... 
Sicut enim domus, in usum habitandi facta, per 
se nihil sentit, dominoque subjecta est, qui 
earn fecit, aut incolit.55 

Therefore, there is a builder of the world, even 
God; and the world which has been made is distinct 
from him who made it. . . If, therefore, it 
has been ·constructed as an abode, it is neither 
itself God, nor are the elements which are its 
parts, because a house cannot bear rule over 
itself, nor can the parts of which a house 
consists .... For a house, made for the purpose 
of being inhabited, has no sensibility by itself 
and is subject to the master who built or inhabits 
it. 
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In .a comparable relationship, se wyrllta (9b, the Artificer) 

of the paradisal plain has constructed it as an abode 

dependent upon his providence in such terms as purh est 

godes (46b, through God's grace), purh meotudes meaht 

(6a, through the Lord's might), swa him god bebead (36b, 

as God bade them) , Is pre t peodnes gebod ( 68b, it is the 

Prince's will), and 

pre t onwended ne bia 
aefre to ealdre, rer po n endige 
frod fyrngeweore se hit on frympe gesceop. (82b-84) 

55Lactantius, Divinarum Institutionem, Lib. 2, cap. 
6, PL, 6, 283-4. 



That shall never change till he who shaped it 
in the beginning shall bring the long-established 
work to an end. 
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F8r: from representation in terms of pictorial or 

naturalistic reality, the wynsrun wong (13a, fair plain) 

is schematically rendered in ·cumulative epithets: 

-Oret is wynsum wong, wealdas grene, / rume under rode rum 

(13-14a, "That is a fair plain, green with groves, spacious 

under the skies"). A review of phrases describing the 

field and grove of Paradise discloses their source in the 

aristocratic wordhoard: ~pelast londa (2b, noblest of 

lands), foldan sceat (3b, region of the earth), se wong 

{7a, the plain), pret iglond (9a, that waterland), pa moldan 

(lOb, the earth), wynsum wong (13a, fair plain), wealdas 

grene (13b, green with groves), se wong (19b, the field), 

pret re pe le lond ( 20b, that noble land), se repela feld 

(26b, the noble field), p~t torhte lond (28a, that 

respl~ndent land), se sigewong (33~, the victory-plain), 

sun bearo (33b, sunny grove)-, wudnholt wynlic (34a, 

pleasant grove), se re pe le wong ( 43b, the noble plain), 

pa9t tirfaeste / lond (69b-70a, that glorious land), pam 

grreswonge grene (78, the grassy plain green), wynlond 

(82, pleasant land). Such variations on a single theme, 

using extensive compounds of such terms as wyn-, add to 

the schema tic effect of the cumulative epithets. OnE~ 

repeated variety of phrasing is rume under roderum (14a, 
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broad under the sky) which reappears in leaf under J~e 

( 39a, leaf under the sky). The term wealdas grene ls the 

first mention in The Phoenix of the motif of ''greenness'' 

which· again appears in ac 2a beamas a L grene stondaa 

( 35b-36a, "the trees stand evergreen") and in on pan~ 

groos wonge grene stonda~, / ... beorhtast bearwa. 

(78, 80a, "on the grassy plain green stands the brightest 

of groves"). The schematic presE:ntation of the plai.n's 

features appears to open the poem to exegetical comparison 

with the attributes of paradise in apocryphal literature. 

St. Ambrose comments on the perennial greenness of 

Paradise: 

ligna semper florentia viriditate meritorum, sicut 
illud lignum quod plantatum est secus decursus 
aquarum, cujus folium non defluet; quia totus in 
eo fructus exuberat. Hie ergo paradisus est. 
Haec igitur sanctorum ligna quae plantata sunt 
in paradiso, quasi profluvio quodam torrentis 
spiritus irrigantur. De quo etiam alibi ait: 
Fluminis impetus laetificat civitatem Dei.56 

(Psal. XLV.5) 

The woods ever flourish with the green shoots 
of merit, just like that 'tree which is planted 
near the running waters, whose leaf shall not 
fall off' because its fruit is plenteous. Here, 
then, is Paradise. These woods, therefore, which 
were planted in Paradise are watered by the out­
pouring of the waters of that spirit concerning 
which He says elsewhere: 'The streams of the 
river make joyful the city of God'. 

56
st. Ambrose, Liber de Paradiso, cap. 1, 3-·4, 

PL, 14, 292. 



The apocryphal New Testament explicates the paradisal 

trees thus: 

These trees ... which are green, are the 
righteous, which shall possess the world to 
come. . For as in the summer the fruit of 
every tree is shown and made manifest, so also 
the works _of -the righteous .shall -be declared 
and made manifest, and they shall all be 
restored in that world merry and joyful.57 

The undying green-ness of the vegetation in Paradise 
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·contributes to that denial of cyclic seasonal activities 

common to middle-earth. A pattern of myth appears which 

supports the covenantal relationship between the Creator 

and the creation and is evident in the symbolic colour 

58 green. 

The description of Paradise continues in highly 

conventional negative formulae: 

57111, Hermas, Similitude IV, 2,3, in The Apocryphal 
New T~stament, ed. Brtice M. M~tzger and Herbert G. May 
(New York, 1973). 

58For a study of the origin of phrases denoting 
'green street', see A. N. Doane, "The Green Street o:f 
Paradise", NM, 72 (1973), 456-465. Doane argues for the 
formulaic provenance of the concept of the green path, 
although he admits that it owes something to traditional 
Christian exegetical treatment of such Biblical words as 
viridis. "The poetic nexus of which grene is only a 
part surely goes back to early Germanic formulaic poetry 
which is pre-Christian and continental in its origins 

. we can still see the origins of the grene nexus 
illustrated by the parallel traditions of it evident 
in ON, OS, and OE alliterative poetry." 



Ne mreg peer ren ne snaw, 
ne forstes fnrest, ne fyres bl rest, 
ne hregles hryre, ne hrimes dryre, 
ne sunnan hretu, ne sincaldu, 
ne wearm weder, ne winterscur 
wihte gewyrdan, ac se wong seomau 
eadig ond onsund. (14b-20a) 

There neither rain nor snow, nor the blast of 
frost, nor the blaze of fire, nor the fall of hail, 
nor the dropping of rime, nor the heat of the 
sun, nor unremitting cold, nor sultry weather, 
nor wintry shower shall do any harm, but the 
land lies prosperous59 and wholesome. 
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The Old English poet has elaborated the concise statement 

in the Latin Carmen, Nee tamen aestivos hiemisque 

propinquus ad ortus, / Sed qua sol verno fundit ab axe 

diem. {3-4, "For there neither summer nor winter approach 

that place, / But there the vernal sun pours the day from 

the zenith"). 

This list of exclusions from Paradise not only 

elaborates the terse Latin statement, but also provides a 

cumulative rhetorical effect, that is, a piling up of 

negatives to emphasize the separateness of the plain from 

the extremes of natural weather. This stylistic habit 

has given rise to critical depreciation of the style as 

manneristic. N. F. Blake writes that the frequency of 

the nis (ne) . ac construction "is one of the principal 

reasons for the poem's verbosity, for it is fatally easy 

59 Alternate B-T translations for eadig a'f':e.. "happy, 
blessed, fortunate, rich, perfect", and beatus, felix, 
faustus, gaudii plenus, abundans, opulentus. 



to multiply the negatives in the first half of the con­

struction '1. 60 Cumulative rhetorical structures, de-

preciated by Blake as mannerisms destructive to balance, 

are found throughout the poem's introduction, beginning 
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with line three. A negative statement is adduced, followed 

or qualified by a positive one. The repetition of these 

structures helps to define, albeit in negative terms, 

the qtialities of the green plain. In defence of the Old 

English style which has suffered by comparison with the 

Latin, it may be argued that Anglo-Saxon poetry generally 

seeks the expansive and generic, rather than the concise 

and specific. Here, the presentation of Paradise in 

negative terms, a fact noted by previous critics and 

d •t 61 h ~ t" th ff t th d tl t th e 1 ors, as aL -1mes e e ec on e rea er 1a e 

fiery wall described by Tertullian as surrounding paradise 

had on those approaching the sacred enclave: it blinds 

us and them to the amoenitas or visual beauty of the 

62 enclosure. Tertullian, too, conceived of the secreta 

60Blake, edition cited, p. 26. 

61see, Blake, edition cited, p. 26. 

62Again, in recalling that the visionary is dis­
tinct from the visual, I argue against Calder's assertion 
that the description of paradise "is strongly visual". 
Calder, "The Vision of Paradise", 170. Negative description 
is often one step away from the invisible and ineffable. 
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Deo regio (secret place of God) in negative terms, adding 

praise of the immutabile tempus (unchanging weather) in 

the delectable Garden of God. 63 In such patristic 

writings, perhaps, lay part of the Anglo-Saxon poet's 

source and "inspiration", insofar as the term may be 

applied to a common tradition. 

An additional stylistic feature of this passage 

of cumulative negative formulae is its Leonine or internal 

64 rhyme, found occasionally in Old English poetry. Such 

epithets as fyres b lres t, hre g les hryre, hrimes dryre, 

and winterscur emphasize the plain's exemption from these 

com.~onplaces of life in the context of the fallen 

middangeard; the poet allows the imaginative terms to 

pile up and define by negation the temperate air and 

scene surrounding the sacred plain. The auditory effect 

f . h Bl k . t t 65 . t 1 . o sue terms, as a e poin s qu , ·is s range y in-

cantational. The conclusion of this unit of formulaic 

negation, ac se wong seomaa / eadig ond onsund (19b-20a), 

is the sole positive comment adduced. As the variety of 

63Tertullian, De Indicio Domini, 8, PL, 2, 1151. 

64see The Riming Poem, PR 3, 166-169, 1-87. 
Leonine rhyme is also found in GUthlac, PR 3, 829-30. 

65Blake, edition cited, p. 26. 
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potential translations for eadig shows, the plain is 

imagined as opulent, full of joy, and felix in the sense 

of "governed by Providence" or, in Old English terms, 

"favoured ·by wyFd". 

In confirmation of the joys of the plain, the 

following statement introduces an element not to be found 

in the Latin Carmen, but existing in abWldance throughout 

paradisal descriptions in the Fathers: Is pret repele 

lond / blostmum geblowen (20b-·2la, "That noble land is 

abloom with flowersn). Here, however, are no flowers 

which symbolize the frail "flower of the field'', man him­

self, whose breath expires as the wind passes. 66 The 

flowers covering the greensward of Paradise share the 

unfading quality of the roses and lilies of pseudo-

Tertullian's conception of the Garden. The flowers, 

like the evergreen groves, are an outward sign of the 

noble character of the Earthly Paradise, and they fore-

66The Bible presents clusters of imagery sur­
rounding man as a fading flower; some of these are Job 14:2, 
"He cometh forth like a flower, and is cut down"; Psa. 
103:15, "as a flower of the field, so he flourisheth"; 
Isa. 28:1, nwhose glorious beauty is as a fading flower"; 
and Isa. 40:6,7 "All flesh is grass, and all the goodliness 
thereof is as the flower of the field. The grass wither­
eth, the flower fadeth, because the spirit of the Lord 
bloweth upon it; surely the people is grass". 



232 

shadow as well the everlasting glory of the Heavenly. 

Their presence at the introduction of The Phoenix 

signifies that this portion, at least, of the original 

creation has remained eadig ond onsund. The blossoming 

field functions as the antithesis of images of wilderness 

exile, juxtaposed in the next descriptive series. 

Beorgas tner ne muntas 
Ste ape ne stondaa, ne stanclifu 
heah hlifiaa, swa her mid us, 
ne dene ne dalu ne dunscrafu, 
hlrewas ne hlincas, ne prer hleonaa oo 
unsme~es wiht, ac se cepela feld 
wridaa under wolcnum, wynnum geblowen. (2lb-27) 

No hills or mountains stand steeply there, nor do 
stone ledges rise aloft, as here with us; nor are 
there valleys, or dales, or earth-caves, mounds, 
or swellings; nor does anything rough lie there, 
but the noble field flourishes under the clouds, 
enhanced by joy. 

Here, in reference to the topography with which the Old 

English poet was familiar (swa_ her mid us).is also 

found poetic shaping in terms, perhaps, of the auream 

mediocritatem of classical tradition. Just as the Earthly 

Paradise exhibits no excessesin weather, so it shows no 

extremes in topographical features. Apart from its 

elevation by twelve fathoms higher than any earthly 

mountain familiar to the poet, the plain of Paradise is 

a table-land inaccessible to any ravaging invasion. The 

line of tradition regarding the elevation and evenness 

of Paradise is clear; Avitus, too, as we have seen, 

imagines Paradise as a level plain with encircling 



67 groves. 
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The technique of negative variation involving the 

beorgas, muntas, stanclifu, dene, dalu, dunscrafu, .hlrewas 

ne hlincas, forms a continuation af the previous catalogue 

of seasonal change; the first such list (14b-2la) denies 

extremes of weather; the second (2lb-27) denies extremes 

of topography. A single qualifying comment intervenes 

between the two, implicitly r.eminding the ~eader that the 

temperate aspect of the Earthly Paradise supports its 

flowery spoil through all seasons known to earth-dwellers: 

Is paet repele lond / blostmum geblowen (20b-21.a). As 

previously mentioned, the peaceful plain ablow with 

flowers functions as an unfallen aspect of creation in 

contrast to the exilic suggestions of stanclifu and 

dunscrafu ("rocky cliff" and "mountain cave"), terms 

appearing in poems68 of exile elsewhere in Old English 

poetry. The poet concludes this list with the generically 

negative yet emphatic comment, ne pCBr hleonaa oo / unsmepes 

wiht ( 25b-26a) "nor does anything rough lie there") .. 69 

67A . t Vl US, De Mundi Tnitio, PL, 59, 328 ff. 

68The stony cliffs appear in The Seafarer (PR.3, 
143-147, 23a); the earth-hall or mountain cave appears 
in The Wife's Lament (PR.3, 210-211, 29a, 36b). Both 
images appear in the context of exile. 

69Translated by J. H. Kern, "Phoenix 25", 
Neophilologus, 12 (1927), 193. Kern supports the MS reading 
hleonaa, assuming oo to be a disyllable. 
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The positive qualification of this negative cata-

logue, ac se Ebele feld / wridaa under wolcnum, wynnum 

geblowen (26b-27), extends the function of the plain's 

nobility or excellence; the plain becomes an image of 

the soul flourishing j~n virtue. Wridan, meaning "to put 

forth shoots, be productive, grow, flourishn, also applies 

to the activity of the well-tilled and fruitful Christian 

soul. Later in the allegory of The Phoenix godra . 

dreda (462b-463a, good ... deeds) are the sweet herbs 

flourishing under the sky and symbolizing the virtues of 

the Christian. Appropriate in this context is the 

definition provided by St. Ambrose: 

Unde plerique paradisum animam hominis esse 
voluerunt, in qua virtutem quaedam germina 
pullulaverint; hominem autem et ad operandum et 
ad custodiendum paradisum esse positum.70 

Many hold that by Paradise is meant the soul of 
man and that, wh"ile man was placed there as a 
worker and guardian, certain seeds of virtue 
sprouted forth. 

Not, however, for the Old English poet the busy husbandry 

of Milton's Adam and Eve; in this Paradise all labour 

and contest with sin are absent. The repele feld is a 

work or artefact established until the end of time, 

thriving without infection from the otherwise fallen 

70st. Ambrose, Liber de Paradiso, cap. 11:51, PL, 
14, 316. 
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creation. The vegetative splendour of Paradise provides 

the context for the essential theme of the allegory, the 

succour of the righteous. This last is emphasized at the 

poem's conclusion, where Christ and the Phoenix are 

compared in their resurrective contexts: 

Swa fenix beacnaa, 
geong in geardum, godbearnes meaht, 
ponne he of as can eft onwrecn ea 
in lifes lif, leomum gepungen. (646b-649) 

So the Phoenix, youthful in its home, symbolizes 
the power of the Son of God when he rises again 
from his ashes into the life of life, powerful 
in his limbs. 

The description resumes with knowledge gleaned 

from legendary wisdom about the height of Paradise: 

Is pret torhte lond twelfum herra, 
fol de f re a: m rimes , swa us ge freogum gle awe 
witgan purh wisdom on gewritum cypaa, 
ponne ren i g para beorga pe her beorhte mid us 
hea hlifiaa under heofontunglum. (28-32) 

That radiant land is twelve fathoms higher than earth; (thus) 
wise prophets through wisdom freely reveal to us seekers in 
their. writings); than any of those mountains which here in 
our midst brightly tower high under the stars of heaven. 

Here is a plain adoption by the Anglo-Saxon of the 

Lactantian Sed nostros montes, quorum iuga celsa pu_ .tantur, / 

Per bis sex ulnas irnminet ille locus (Carmen, 7-8, "Yet 

by twice six cubits' length that land is higher than our 

mountains we call high"). The Carmen, however, makes 

no reference to the writings of scholars or sages, whereas 

the Old English poet, in typical fashion, occasionally 
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71 acknowledges such a source. Not in the Carmen alone is 

the conception of the height C?f the "happy land" to be 

found; patristic tradition abounds in references to its 

elevation; of ten combined with the separation of Paradise 

by a long stretch of Ocean. Both kinds of references 

emphasize the sequestered quality of Paradise, its removal 

in actual spatial terms from middle-earth. It is worth 

noting, too, that the vagueness of the locality of the 

Earthly Paradise in spatial terms, apart from elevation, 

contrasts highly with the elaborately charted and measured 

configurations of the Holy Jerusalem as reported in the 

vision of John of Patmos. 72 

The following unit of description bears relevance 

in its central image to various passages in other Old 

English poems which present some aspect of creation either 

: unfallen or redeemed. This central image_is the sigewong 

(victory-plain) to be found also in saints' legends as the 

triumphal motif of spiritual conquest: 

71 Information about the life of the Phoenix is also 
acknowledged from scholars: Is pon gelicast, Pres l.Jie us 
leorneras / wordum secgaa, ond writu cypaa, / Pisses fugles 
gefrer. ( 424-426a, "Most like is the journey of this bird, 
as wise men reveal in words and books"). Perhaps the poet 
here refers to the actual literary tradition upon which he 
so freely draws. 

72Revelation 21:10-17. Here, the Heavenly Jerusalem 
is imagined as situated upon a great, high mountain, a fact 
which helped to shape assumptions about the height of the 



Smylte is se sigewong; sunbearo lixea, 
wuduhol t. wynlic. Wrest mas ne dreosaa, 
beorhte blede, ac pa beamas a 
grene stondad, swa him god bibead. (33-36) 

237 

Gentle is the glorious plain; the sunny grove gleams, 
the fair forest. The fruits, the bright blooms fail 
to fall, and the trees stand evergreen, as God 
bade them. 

With interest it may be noted that the two juxtaposed 

images, sigewong73 and sunbearo, appear respectively to 

present an ancient heroic image drawn from battle formulae 

and an equally ancient pagan concept of "the grove of the 

sun". Yoki_ng them in a Christian context, the poet 

reflects tnfluences from both pagan Germanic and Mediter-

ranean cultures. The distinguishing trait of his 

"baptizing" of the sigewong74 and sunbearo;75 however, is 

Earthly Paradise. Compare also the situation of Paradise 
in Dante's. Paradiso xxvi ,- 109 f., and Purgatorio xxviii, 
opposite Jerusalem at the top of the Mount of Purgatory. 

73Sigewang is defined by B-T in two contexts as "a 
plain where victory is won, a glorious plain". The first 
context refers to actual fighting in a dynamic sense; the 
second context, applicable to The Phoenix, means a place in 
which evi.l is already overcome. The first applies to 
saints' legends. 

74The sigewong appears in Guthlac A (PR 3.1-818.742), 
Smol t wres se sigewong, and in Andreas (PR 2 .1-1722, 1581), 
Smeol t wres se sigewang. Such nearly identical phrases are 
accountable to the communal resources of the wordhoard. 

75see A. S. Cook, edition cited, p. 104, n. 33b. 
Cook defines the term sunbearo as corresponding to the 
Solis nemus of the Carmen, (9), where the grove of the sun 
is sacred to Phoebus. 
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its susceptibility to exegetical influences. In the context 

of saints' legends, the concept of the "victory-plain" 

commemorates a saint's triumph over spiritual wickedness. 

The gleam or radiance of the "sunny grove" suggests the 

absence of night and darkness associated in theological 

terms with evil-doers. Philo explains this concept in the 

Legum Allegoria: 

Virtue is figuratively called "pleasaunce" and the 
locality specially suited to the pleasaunce "Eden", 
which means "luxury". . Again the planting of 
the pleasaunce is "toward the sun-rising", for 
right reason does not set nor is quenched, but 
its nature is ever to rise, and, I take it, just 
as the sun when it has risen fills the gloom of 
the atmosphere with light, so virtue also, when 
it has risen in the soul, illumines its mist and 
disperses its deep darkness.76 

The observations of a modern scholar on traditions 

of Paradise may be applied with profit to the wuduholt 

wynlic ( 34a, "pleasant wood") -which constitutes the 

77 sunny grove: 

76Philo, De Opificio Mundi: Legum Allegoria, 
I: 45, p. 123. 

77John Armstrong, The Paradise Myth, p. 10, reminds 
scholars of the Genesis tradition that "Sumerian myth also 
has . . its earthly paradise, the 'bright land of Dilmun', 
watered by the sun-god, where there is abundance of 
grain, where there is neither sickness nor death, and 
the wolf is at peace with the lamb 11

• 



The plesance (locus amoenus) with its background 
in pagan literature suppleroonted by the image of 
the nuptial garden enclosed of Canticles played 
itself out over against and intermingled with the 
more strictly religious garden (hortus caelestium 
deliciarum). The fact that the Garden of Eden 
had been a place both of virtue and of the Fall, 
of the divinely-sanctioned sapientia and the 
humanly-craved scientia, made it possible for the 
paradisic repre~entations, and all the other trees 
and flora and fauna therein, to symbolize either 
caritas or cupiditas.78 

The unfa1ling fruits and the trees evergreen here take 

their place in that host of epithets for the grove and 

forests of Paradise. The emphasis is upon green and 

fruitful trees: wealdas grene (13b, green forests), 
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sunbearo (33b, sunny grove), wuduholt wynlic (34a, pleasant 

copse), beamas a/ grene stondad (35b-36a, trees [which] 

stand evergreen), wudu (37b, and 65b, wood), bearo (67b, 

grove), bearwas bledum gehonghe (71,jroves hung with fruits), 

wli ti gum wrest mum ( 72a, glorious fruits), hol tes fr re t we 
. 

(73b, treasures of the.wood), wudubeama wlite (75a, glorious 

78George H. Williams, Wilderness and Paradise in 
Christian Thought (New York, 1962), p. 49. For an ex­
tended application of the concept of caritas to sp~cific 
mediaeval texts, see D. W. Robertson, Jr., "The Doctrine 
of Charity in Mediaeval Literary Gardens: a Topical 
Approach-Through Symbolism and Allegoryn, Speculum, 26 
(1951), 24-49. The central thesis of this argument is 
developed from the assertion: "For St. Augustine and for 
his successors among mediaeval exegetes, the whole aim of 
Scripture is to promote Charity and to condemn cupidity" 
(24). Robertson has taken as an illustration of his argu­
ment the De Fructibus attributed by Migne to Hugo of 
St. Victor. In this treatise are found the two archetypal 
trees signifying Babylonia (= confusio) and Hierosolyma 
(= visio pacis) which lead the wayfarer, respectively, to 
hell or heaven. 
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grove-trees), beorhtast bearwa (80a, the most radiant 

grove), holt (8la, copse). 

It is fitting, then, that the verb lixan79 (~to 

gleam, shine, glisten") should characterize the resplendent 

sunbearo which is, perhaps, a revelation of the fruitful 

soul. The grove of the Earthly Paradise, flourishing like 

its individual trees, may be viewed as a "pleasaunce" 

figuring forth "right reason" as defined by Philo. Again, 

the field and grove of the Earthly Paradise may represent 

the rightly-ordered soul iri a manner analogous to that 

in which the hortus conclusus of Canticles is a type of 

the Church, the spouse of Christ. Notable, too, is the 

Psalmist's righteous man who is likened to "a tree planted 

by the rivers of water, that bringeth forth his fruit in 

his season; his leaf also shall not wither; and whatsoever 

he doeth shall prosper" (Psal. 1:3). The works of the 

righteous man are associated in a long tradition with the 

vital leaves and fruit of the grove of Paradise. 

The trees of the paradisal grove share in the time-

less quality of the Tree of Life in the celestial Jerusalem. 

The anagogic significance is clear: 

79Lixan appears in Christ (PR, 3.440-866, 698), to 
define the spiritual analogy of themoon and the Church. 



In medio plateae eius, et ex utraque parte 
fluminis lignum vitae, afferens fructue 
duodecim, per menses singulos, reddens fructum 
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suum et folia ligni ad sanitatem gentium. (Rev.22:2) 

In the midst of its street, and on either side of the· 
river, was the tree of life, which bore twelve kinds 
of fruits, and yielded fruit every month, and the 
leaves·of the tree were for the healing of the nations. 

Finally, the anonymous poem De Ligno Vitae which Migne 

includes among the Fathers provides instruction about the 

way to heaven through the agency of the boughs of the 

Tree of Life. 80 It seems likely that the Old English poet 

had in mind a wide range of speculative sources about the 

"green tree" with its powers. In this context, N. :F. Blake 

appropriately writes, "Good works are spiritual riches, 

which we collect here on earth, as the Phoenix collects 

roots and scents, and which never fail, as the fruit on 

~he trees in the Phoenix's home never fails. This is a 

81 cardinal point in the allegory". It may be assumed that 

the good works of the Christian, subsumed under the quality 

caritas, are figured forth in the living green-ness of the 

sun-filled grove of the Earthly Paradise. 

80ne Ligno Vitae, PL, 2, 1171-1174. 

81 N. F. Blake, "Some Problems of Interpretation", 
Anglia, 80 (1962), 57. 
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The poet's descriptive resources to the end of the 

introduct6ry section reflect the cosmic qualities of the 

Earthly Paradise; these are emphasized by the lack of 

seasonal variation. The single assertion in the Carmen 

de Ave Phoenice, nee tamen aestivos hiemisve propinquus ad 

ortus (13, "neither summer nor winter approaches that spot"), 

is expanded, beginning with a stylistic phrase denoting 

only the lack of seasons: 

Wintres ond sumeres wudu bia gelice 
bledum gehongen; nre fre brosniaa 
leaf under lyfte, ne him lig seeped 
refre to ealdre, rerpon edwenden 
worulde geweorae. (37-4la) 

Winter and summer alike the forest is hung with 
fruits; never shall wither the leaves under the 
sky, nor ever the flames scathe them, before a 
change comes over the world. 

Thus sequestered from seasonal variation, the land of 

the Phoenix exhibits both the luxuriance of seed-time and 

the opulence of harvest. The double focus is taken 

directly from the tradition of the unchanging quality of 

the Earthly Paradise, itsel{ an anticipation in anagogic 

terms of the celestial Paradise. 

Although the Earthly Paradise is exempt from 

seasonal cycles, it is still subject to the temporal 

confinement of the middangeard, a fact revealed in the 

phrase ne him lig scepea / cefre to ealdre, rerpon edwenden / 

worulde geweorde. Here is revealed a stylistic habit of 
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turning away from explicit statement in favour of allusive-

ness or oblique reference. This feature of style has al-

ready been alluded to in the negative description of the 

habitation of the Phoenix, where the effect is rather far 

from visual. The devotional poet intends the reader 

ultimately to rest, not in nature and its visual glories, 

but in the God of nature, the di vine gold-lord who .fashioned 

the happy land. Hence the extremely generic terms nrefre 

brosniad / leaf under lyfte, ne him lig scepea ... 

(38b-39, "never shall wither the leaf under the sky, nor 

ever the flame scathe it Tl . . . "' The term lig (fire, 

flame), although possibly a pagan survival with reference 

to the fire of Phaeton's chariot mentioned in the Carmen, 

is more likely an allusion, in generic terms, to the fiery 

judgment awaited by the rest of middle-earth. The ~Lig 

here is the mythic counterpart of the personified flame of 

judgment found in Christ III, 

Swa se gifra gaest grundas geondseced; 
hipende leg heahgetimbro. 

Thus the greedy spirit shall go sweeping through 
the world, the ravaging flame through the lofty 
buildings. 

Again, the Christ poet warns of judgment by fire, 

frer ea re fte r foldan fryswearta leg' 
weallende wiga.82 

82christ III, PR 3.867-1664 (972-3) and (983-4b). 



The smoky flame, a warrior in his wrath, shall 
stalk through the earth. 
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In functional terms, the reference to fire in The Phoenix, 

both in the phrase mentioned and in the vision of judgment 

in (47b-49) ?a breles cyme (until the advent of fire) serves 

to anticipate the account of the world's future consumption 

by fire toward the end of The Phoenix. 83 It becomes apparent, 

too, that the Earthly Paradise is temporally limited, as 

the enigmatic utterance rer pon edv.'enden / worulde geweorae 

(40b-4la, "before a change comes over the world") shows. 

Not eternal and forever immutable, the habitation of the 

Phoenix has a provisional character underlined by the 

temporal terms rer pan (before) and oa (until). The focus 

of expect at ion is, of course, the b~les cyme ( 74b, "advent 

of fire") of the universal judgment. 

The eschatological reference merges into a 

remembrance of the Flood with its evocation of chaotic 

pre-creation waters: 

Swa iu wretres prym 
ealne middangeard mereflod peahte, 
eorpan ymbhwyrft, pa se re pe la wong, 
reghwres onsund, wia yafare 
gehealden stod hreora wreg a, 
eadig, unwernme, purh est godes. (4lb-46) 

83The Phoenix, ( 503b ff. ) . 
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When, long ago, the tumult of water, the sea-flood 
whelmed all of middle-earth, the circuit of the world, 
the noble plain stood secure from the wave-struggle, 
entirely unharmed, happy and inviolate, through the 
grace of God. 

Here is both an elaboration of the reference in the 

Carmen to the waters of Deucalion, and an allusion in 

oblique mythical terms to the antediluvian waters of chaos 

itself. To illustrate the first reference, the allusion 

in the Carmen is brief: 

Et cum diluvium mersisset fluctibus orbem, 
Deucalioneas exsuperavit aquas, (13-14) 

And when the earth was whelmed beneath the waves 
of the great Flood, it lifted up itself above 
Deucalion's waters. 

This flat Latin statement is reworked by the Anglo-Saxon 

poet, who appears to add a further mythopoeic dimension. 

The remembrance of chaos, though not explicitly mentioned 

in the reference, would seem to have been present in his · 

mind as he used the suggestive phrases waetres prym, yafare, 

arid, with reference to middle-earth, eorpan ymbhwyrft. 

In both retrospective and anticipative terms, then, the 

poet has poised the land of the Phoenix between two 

imaginative and mythic extremes: the Flood with its 

attendant cosmogonic implications elaborated in the Junius 

Genesis A, and the Judgment Day with its apocalyptic fire. 

In the elements of flood and fire, cosmogony and eschatology 



meet at this point in the poem, where the a~historical 

dimensions and perspectives of the biblical mythology 

present in the poem are defined. 84 The remoteness and 
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antiquity of the Earthly Paradise are likewise emphasized 

in this reappearance of the ancient tradition of the 

sanctity of such an enclave, defined often by its removal 

from the waters of the Flood. 

The poet does not abandon his reference to the 

Flood, however, before adding an allusion to fire, with 

its implications of the finite quality of the terrestrial 

paradise, 

bide a. swa geblowen oa bre les cyme' 
dryhtnes domes, ponne deaarreced, 
hrel epa heolstorcofan, ohhliden weorpaa. ( 47-9) 

Thus it shall abide blooming until the advent of 
fire, the judgment of God, when the graves, the tombs 
of men, shall be unclosed.85 

This vision of judgment, although appearing intrusive 

and inappropriate in the description of the Earthly 

Paradise, nevertheless fixes the latter firml~ within the 

context of universal apocalyptic expectation. It shows, 

too, the sov~eignty of the Creator over time. Without the 
1 

84c. W. Kennedy, Early English Christian Poetry 
(New York, 1963), p. 221, in comparing the style of 
Cynewulf 's poems with that of The Phoenix, suggests the 
source of the linking of fire and flood in 2 Peter, 3, 6-7. 

85Raffel, in Poems from the OE translates this 
pictorially: 
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reckoning of time, yet not timeless, the Earthly Paradise 

like the fallen world, awaits the reconciliation of the 

creation to the Creator. This prediction of coming judg-

ment is expanded later in The Phoenix, (500 ff), where 

the consuming of middle-earth by fire is portrayed, and 

the simultaneous succor of the righteous throngs. 

The term b~les cyme, however, has an additional 

meaning entirely applicable to the allegory of the Phoenix. 

The phrase may refer to rogus pyra (the fire of a funeral 

pyre). This is certainly the meaning as applied to the 

funeral pyre collected by the Phoenix; the nest with its 

assortment of .sweet herbs and spices becomes in its 

burning an analogy of the life, death, purification, and 

resurrection of the faithful troops: 

Daet pa repel an sind 
wyrta wynsume, mid pam se wilda fugel 
his sylfes nest bisetea utan, 
paet hit freringa fyre byrnea, ... (528b-531) 

These noble ones are the pleasant plants with which 
the wild bird encircles its own nest, so that 
suddenly its bursts into flame.86 

So/ Will it flourish and stay until the fire 
Of the Judgment Day when the dead will rise 
And their graves stand wide, gaping and dark. 

The Phoenix, 46-49, p. 109. 

86ot interest in this context is Rundle-Clarke's 
reference in "The Origin of the Phoenix 11

, 131, to "the 
sacred locality at Hermopolis called the 'Isle of Fire' 
which was the place where the sun was said to have been 
hatched from the primeval egg". Because of linguistic 
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The following negative series assembles in highly 

generic terms the tragic qualities of human existence out-

side of Paradise: 

Nis prer on pam londe laagenillla, 
ne wop ne wracu, weatacen nan, 
yldu ne yrmau ne se enga deaa, 
ne lifes lyre, ne lapes cyme, 
ne synn ne sacu ne sarwracu, 
ne wredle gewin, ne welan onsyn, 
ne sorg ne slrep ne swar leger, 
ne wintergeweorp, ne wedra gebregd, 
hreoh under heofonum, ne se hearda forst, 
caldum cylegicelum, cnysea renigne. (50-59) 

No enemies walk that land, no weeping 
Is heard, no signs of misery, -no hate, 
And neither old age nor crime, nor the clutch 
Of death, nor any misfortune, nor feuds, 
Nor sin, nor struggles or vengeance or troubles, 
Nor poverty's anguish or lack of abundance, 
Nor sleep, nor sorrow, nor sudden illness, 
Nor the falling snows of winter or any 
Roughness of weather, biting frost 
Or gleaming icicles, strike at anyone.87 

In stylistic terms this extended negative catalogue may 

seem to merit Blake's criticism of its verbosity and 

diffuseness. 88 It must be remembered, however, that such 

and philological confusion between the terms "lake 11 and 
"isle", the Isle of Fire became the Lake of Fire in 
literature of the underworld. "The creation spot becomes 
the place where the damned are consumed. Thus the UE~st 
in the Isle of Fire as the place where the young bird is 
born on the primeval mound could become the nest which is 
consumed." 

87The translation is Raffel's, p. 109. This passage 
seems to have captured the essence of the OE catalogue of 
ills. 

88 Blake, edition cited, p. 25. 
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cumulative writing in Old English poetry, which also 

characterizes the hwrer com or ubi sunt passages, depends 

largely upon the assembling of a series, or syntactic 

parallelisms, each phrase amplifying or qualifying the other. 

Where the Old English Phoenix has been unfavourably com-

pared with the Latin Carmen in style, the critic has 

failed to recognize the differing conceptual basis89 for 

eloquence in each culture. In contrast to the precision 

and terse quality of the Lactantian poem, the Anglo-Saxon 

poet constantly relies upon the associational potential 

of his pattern; he freely plunders the resources of the 

wordhoard to the point of repetition and occasional 

redundancy. Eloquence in this passage arises not only 

from such variation but also from alliteration and internal 

or Leonine rhyme. 

The absence of both death and the grievous qualities 

that characterize the life of man in the fallen creation, 

89we may note with interest that even in Latin 
translation the Hebrew epithets for God often display 
apposition and variation to the point of repetition; 
see, for example, Isaias 43:15-16: 

Ego Dominus, Sanctus vester, / Creans Israel, rex vester. 
Haec <licit Dominus, / Qui dedit in mari viam, 
Et in aquis torrentibus semitam. 

("I am the Lord, your Holy One, the Creator of Israel, your 
King. Thus saith the Lord, which maketh a way in the sea, 
and a path in the mighty waters.") 
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set apart the home of the Phoenix. Highly generic terms 

characterize the list of omissions from Paradise; the 

formulaic language ne lifes lyre, ne lapes cyme (53, nor 

loss of life, nor the advent of a hateful thing) contributes 

to an overwhelming cumulative quality. The catalogue is 

highly conventional as, for example, Blake points out90 

the correspondence between the Old English ne sorg ne slrep 

(56b, "nor sorrow nor sleep") and the term tristitia 

(sorrow) in the Life of St. Eligius and semper vigel 

numquam dormit in aevum ("forever the watchman fails.to 

sleep in eternity") -- sorrow and sleep being said in 

both accounts to be absent from Paradise. The phrase 

ne lifes lyre appears in Guthlac B (829a); the reference 

to sl~p ne swar leger (56, "sleep nor dire sickness"') 

has a counterpart in Christ III, (166la, slrep ne swar 

leger). The purpose of the poet's catalogue of human ills 

is to emphasize in negative terms the perfection of the 

Earthly Paradise. Wintry storm, frost and icicles, the 

elements of nature that characterize the themes of exile 

in much Old English verse, are debarred from the dwelling­

place of the Phoenix. Wedra gebregd (57b, "change of 

weather") and the caprice of the elements that make up 

90Blake, "Originality in OE Poetry", 326. 
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part of the exiled Adam's burden, are likewise absent. The 

protection of the Earthly Paradise by the Prince's will is 

emphasized by such a series of negations. 

At length, the ne ... ne ... ac construction 

produces a positive record of the lagustreamas (62b:, "flowing 

streams") of the terrestrial Garden: 

Drer ne haegl ne hrim hreosad to foldan, 
ne windig wolcen, ne pre r wreter feallep, 
lyfte gebysgad, ac prer lagustreamas, 
wundrum wraetlice, wyllan onspringaa 
fregrum flodwylmum. Foldan leccap 
wro ter wynsumu of pres. wudu midle; 
pa monpa gehwam of prere moldan tyrf 
brimcald brecaa, bearo ealne geondfaraa, 
pragum prymlice. Is bret peodnes gebod, 
pre tte twelf sipum pre t tirfreste 
land geondlace lagufloda wynn. (60-70) 

There neither hail nor frost nor windy cloud descends 
on the earth, nor does water fall, ·ctriven by the gust, 
but the wondrously splendid streams spring up; 
they water the land with fair fountains. Beautiful 
waters from the middle of the3rove, which spring ocean­
cold from the soil, flow gloriously every month through 
the whole grove. It is the Prince's will that twelve 
times the glorious river shall flow through that 
noble land. 

Here is a reworking of the tradition of the four streams 

of Eden and, in·anagogic terms, an anticipation or type 

of the crystal river of the Apocalypse. Genesis 2:10 

relates, 

Et fluvius egrediebatur de loco voluptatis ad 
irrigandum paradisum, qui inde dividitur in 
quattuor capita. 



There was a river flowing from Eden to water the 
garden, and when it left the garden it branched 
into four streams.91 
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At length, the encyclopaedic structure of the Bible again 

presents the archetypal river in Revelation 22:1; St. John 

relates of the officiating angel: 

Et ostendit mihi fluvium aquae vitae, splendidum 
tanquam crystallum, procedentem de sede Dei 
et Agni. 

And he showed me a pure river of water of life, 
clear as crystal, proceeding out of the throne of 
God and of the Lamb. 

The poet has altered the configuration of the paradisal 

rivers, however, in invoking the number twelve. Twelve 

times, we recall, the Phoenix bathes in the spring or brook 

of its homeland, which is itself twelve fathoms higher 

than the mountains of middle-earth, and crossed by twelve 

lagustreamas. During the thousand-year span92 of its life 

in the plain of Paradise, the bird regularly notes the 

hours twelve times day and night, anticipating its westward 

flight to Syria. 

Absent in this account are the traditional four 

rivers that proceeded out of Eden. This lack is in keeping 

with the character of the Earthly Paradise which has 

91Genesis 2:10, New English Bible (Cambridge, 1970). 

92
st. Ambrose assigns the Phoenix a life-span of 

500 years. See Hexaemeron, Lib. 5, Hom. 7, cap. 23:79: 
"In the regions of Arabia there is reported to be a bird 
called the phoenix; this bird is said to reach the ripe old 
age of 500 years" . 



253 

previously been put forward as a composite structure 

existing in the poet's imagination, not Eden itself. Hence 

it is appropriate that the poet has selectively used the 

tradition, also gleaned from the Latin Carmen, in which the 

stream of the Earthly Paradise figures as a fons in medio, 

quern 'vivum' nomine dicunt (25, "a fountain in the midst, 

which is called "Living"). Whereas the Carmen has the 

fountain ceaselessly flowing through all the months of the 

year, the Old English account attributes to "the Prince's 

behest" that the flowing stream should irrigate twelve times 

the glorious plain. A suggestion appears in Josephus' 

Jewish Antiquities that the Garden is "watered by a single 

river whose stream encircles all the earth and is parted 

into four branches 11
•
93 The "single river" here is un-

doubtedly Oceanus, the cosmic Jordan. Philo, too, speculates 

about the rivers partly accomplishing their courses by 

flowing underground, for "the origin [of these waters] is 

94 . 9S a river and not a source''. Again, Philo conJectures, 

Perhaps Paradise is in some distant place far 
from our inhabited world, and has a river 
flowing under the earth, which waters many great 

93 Josephus, Jewish Antiquities IV 1:38, p. 19. 

94Philo, Quaestiones et Solutiones in Genesin, Lib. 
I: 12, p. 8. 

35" 
Ihid. 



veins so that these, rising, send [water] to 
other recipient veins, and so become diffused. 
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St. Ambrose offers a tropt.logical commentary on the paradisal 
,\ 

stream which relates the latter directly to the following 

passage in the poem: 

Ex hac igitur anima quae culta est, non ex ea 
quae inculta fons iste procedit, ut irriget 
paradisum, hoc est, quaedam diversarum 
fruteta virtutum.96 

Therefore, the stream that irrigates Paradise rises 
from the soul when well-tilled, not from the soul 
which lies uncultivated. The results therefrom 
are fruit trees of diverse virtues. 

The "fruit trees of diverse virtues" are presented 

in terms of ever-renewed treasure: 

Sindon pa bearwas bledum gehongne, 
wlitigum wcestmum, prer no waniaa o, 
halge under heofonum, hol tes fr re tw e. 
Ne feallaa prer on foldan fealwe blostman, 
wudubeama wli te, ac pre r wrre t lice 
on pam treowum symle telgan gehladene, 
ofett edniwe, in ealle tid 
on pam _gr re swonge grene stondap, 
gehroden hyhtlice haliges meahtum, 
beorhtast bearwa.97 (71-80a) 

The groves are hung with blossomings, fair 
fruits; there never fade· the ornaments of the 
wood, holy under heaven, nor do the yellow 

96st. Ambrose, Liber de Paradiso, cap. 3:14, PL, 
14, 297. 

97H . th t t. . ere, in e ne . . ac cons rue ion is an 
example of "contrastive collocation" defined by Jerome 
Mandel as "an absolutely necessary rhetorical tool of the 
poet" and "a basic structural principle". "Contrastive 
collocation", he argues, "works constantly in the language 
of the poem to determine the position and force of particu­
lar words in the poetic line". See Jerome Mandel, "Contrast 
in OE Poetry", Chaucer Review, 6 (1971), 1. 



fruits, the trees' glory, fall to earth. There the 
boughs laden with ever-renewed fruit stretch 
magnificently. On that grassy meadow and verdant 
stands the brightest of groves, joyfully adorned 
by the might of the Holy One. 

In the Earthly Paradise, ripeness is all. Bud, 
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blossom and ripe fruit han3 together on the unfading 

bough, as a mystical analogy of the heavenly Tree of Life 

"which bare twelve manner of fruits, and yielded her fruit 

every month: and the leaves of the tree were for the 

healing of the nations" (Rev. 22 :2). The fealwe blostman 

(74b, yellow fruits), deriving from the verb fealwian 

(to grow yellow, ripen), suggest that fulfilment of virtue 

which characterizes the fruitful soul when °well-tilled" 

as distinguished by St. Ambrose. The term fealwe (pale 

yellow, dusky), implies, too, that stage of ripeness in 

bud when about to flower; its associational value enhances 

the beorhtast bearwas (brightest of groves), -- the 

sunbearo of (33b). Indeed, the focus of this passage is 

the paradisal grove or copse of evergreen trees which is 

later identified as the dwelling-place of the Phoenix 

( 85-86). The sun, itself. a patent force in the Solis nemus 

of the Carmen (9), here functions secondarily in lighting 

the sacred grove; its adornment is by the "power of the 

Holy One". Hence it is that 



No gebrocen weorpe 
hol t on hi we, pre r se halga stenc 
wunap geond wynlond. (80b-82a) 

The forest suffers no fading of its colour; 
there the holy savour suffuses that land of 
beauty. 
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Relevant in this context is Philo's definition of 

the purpose of Paradise: 

It is a dense place full of all kinds of trees. 
Symbolically, however, it is wisdom or knowledge 
of the divine and human and of their causes. For 
it was fitting, after the coming into being of the 
world, to establish the contemplative life in 
order that through a vision of th~ world -and the 
things in it praise of the Father might also be 
attained. For it is not possible for nature to 
see nor is it possible without wisdom to praise 
the Creator of all things. And his ideas the 
Creator planted like trees in the most sovreign 
thing, the rational soul .... But after the 
world wisdom came into being, since after the 
creation of the world Paradise was made in the 
same manner as the poets say the chorus of 
Muses (was formed) in order to praise the 
Creator and his works.98 

This passage supports an interesting application to the 

closing portion of the introduction to The Phoenix. This 

is the recogni tiQn that the "vision of the world'' and the 

things in it refers not to actual visual perception as 

it is related to the clouded awareness of the earthly man. 

Rather, the vision of the world here and in the poem refers 

to the non-visual, to the proper ordering of the soul's 

98Philo, Supplement I. Questions and Answers on 
Genesis !:6, p. 4. 
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faculties, in the likeness of the heavenly Paradise. The 

green groves and perennial fruit.bearing of the Earthly 

Paradise figure forth the activities of the "well-tilled 

soul" which, later in The Phoenix, is found rejoicing in 

the lasting benefit of good deeds. To argue, as Calder 

has done, that the descriptive effect is "strongly 

visual" is to put forward a dangerous over-emphasis 

on the visible and tangible, properties which characterize 

three-dimensional art. 

That the effect of such passages of description is 

strongly non-visual is confirmed by the latent per visibilia 

ad invisibilia theme in The Phoenix. In the description 

or rather, negative description of the home of the Phoenix, 

it seems unlikely that a monk or other reader, newly 

schooled in the doctrines of the faith, would view the 

treasures of earth as less fleeting than the hoarded wealth 

of pagan tradition. The composer of The Phoenix, perhaps 

bearing in mind the heavenly inheritance incorruptible and 

undefiled, has not expanded the frre twe complex of images 

to the exclusion of the symbolism of the fruit of the grove. 99 

99 D. W. Robertson, Jr., in "The Doctrine of Charity", 
27, has drawn attention to the panels of the Ruthwell Cross, 
two of which show birds and beasts eating fruit among 
foliage. The foliage represents the unfading leaves of 
the Tree of Life and the birds and beasts those Christians 
who, sheltered in the Word of God, eat the fruit of eternal 
life. 
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Hence, the presentation of Paradise in negative, or vague 

and generic terms and in veiled, oblique implication rather 

than explicit statement. As in tradition a wall of fire 

encircled the terrestrial paradise to keep inviolate the 

holy ground, so the poet, though dwelling upon the amoenitas 

of the Phoenix's home, never directly exposes in detail 

its glories. The reader is thereby intended to foster a 

true "vision of the world", or the temporally-bound 

Earthly Paradise, a vision suggested by negation. This 

turning away from the visible to the invisible is a 

characteristic of early devotional art, and as such it 

distinguishes the harmonious ordering of the faculties of 

the "most sovreign thing, the rational soul". It is not 

inappropriate at this point to suggest that the peaceful 

homeland in which the Phoenix lives out its thousand years 

and is renewed, implies the garden context for the con­

templative life. A true vision of the world is thus 

achieved through interior contemplation and praise of the 

Creator, not through praise of the visual adornment of 

the creation itself. 

The chief elements of the Earthly Paradise -- its 

remoteness, antiquity, and sacral beauty -- are drawn 

together in the assertion which concludes the introductory 

unit of the Phoenix: 



p:e t onwended ne bia 
ref re to ealdre, ~rpon endige 
frod fryngeweorc se hit on frympe gescop.. ( 82b-·84) 

Never shall change befall it until He who 
in the beginning shaped it bring the old, 
long-established work to an end. 
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The implicit tribute is directed toward the shaping spirit 

and benevolent governance of the All-Creator, in whose 

mind and thought the temporal duration of the Earthly 

Paradise exists. 



CONCLUSION 

St. Augustine, writing that Adam's life in paradise 

was exempt from the vicissitudes of fear and desire, was 

also articulating the mythical modus vivendi towards 

which the Old English Christian poets aspired. The 

hexaemeral tradition, gaining momentum through the patristic 

era, continued to flourish as the mediaeval poets' remem­

brance turned upon the paradise lost and upon the life 

cycle of man from his creation to his individual day of 

doom. Fallen man, cursed with age and death, provides an 

elegiac focus for the Fathers who view his whole life as 

prolonged exile, while caught between the extremes of hope 

and fear. The Old English poems which embody these myths 

of creation and fall are expressions, not so much of 

individual devotion as of communal piety which attempts to 

encounter the divine through the agency of myth. This 

last is the literary term given to the conception and 

formulation of archetypal events or desires. A myth of 

universal dimension such as the "Earthly Paradise", for 

example, is overlaid with legendary leit-motifs which 

reinforce and perpetuate the core of myth, itself compre­

hending and assimilating diverging cultures and traditions. 

The historical tradition of Eden was re-experienced by the 
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Old English poets as recurring mythos which defined and 

gave meaning and hope to man as homo viator. 1 Earlier 

in this thesis I drew attention to three pervasive myths 
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found throughout the Old English poetic canon, categorizing 

these as the journey, the ritual, and the return. Each 

of these stages gives a comprehensive mythic significance, 

respectively, to the themes of exile, hall-building, and 

the establishment of a green plain or sanctum which repre-

sents spiritual home-coming. 

In evaluating the current critical emphasis given 

to the influence of Christian exegesis in Old English 

poetry, Philip Rollinson asserts that "a comprehensive 

knowledge of Christian thought and of the elements of 

Christian culture has proved to be important for the 

proper understanding of a number of poems". 2 I have 

attempted to show in this thesis that Genesis A, Christ and 

Satan, and The Phoenix are among those poems for which a 

knowledge of their fostering traditions can cast light on 

1see the illuminating distinctions laid out in 
G. B. Ladner, "Homo Viator: Medieval Ideas on Alienation 
and Order", Speculum, 42 ( 1967), 233-49. 

2Philip B. Rollinson, "The influence of Christian 
doctrine and exegesis on Old English poetry: an estimate 
of the current state of scholarship", Anglo-Saxon England, 
2 (1973), 272. 



many areas and problems of interpretation. Morton Bloom-

field, as well, counsels knowledge of Christian modes of 

thought, as he argues, 

Historically, of course, medieval man tended to 
think in Christian categories, and most frequently 
the sententia he put into or discovered in literature 
was a Christian one .... Yet medieval man was also 
the heir of late classical antiquity and of bar­
barian cultures, and their categories of thought, 
their literary genres, their points of view, 
were also part of this heritage.3 

In my introduction to "The Patristic Tradi t:ions 11 

I have defined and illustrated a pattern of hexaemeral 

writings which included biblical (Jewish and Christian), 
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classical, and barbarian elements. The initial study showed 

that the mutations of the creation, Fall, and Earthly 

Paradise traditions owed debts to classical cosmography, 

apocryphal legends, the interpretations of the Alexa.ndrine 

theologian Philo, and the contributions of the earliest 

and most original of the Fathers. Indeed, the intellectual 

environment of Bede and of the Old English Christian poets 

was anticipated and shaped by the Fathers whose writings 

found their way into Anglo-Saxon monasteries and centres 

of learning. Justification for the use of the terms 

"hexaemeral" and "tradition" has been amply demonstrated 

by the continuity of themes evident in the works of Basil, 

3Morton W. Bloomfield, "Symbolism in Mediaeval 
Literature", in his Essays and Exolorations: Studies in 
Ideas, Language, and Literature (Cambridge, Mass., 1B70), 
pp. 84-5. 
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Ambrose, Augustine, Bede, and Aelfric. 4 I have assembled 

evidence to prove that the exegetical method united with 

the hexaemeral tradition during the patristic period, to 

explicate a variety of myths about creation and paradise. 

It is this borrowed body of traditions which gives the 

Old English cosmological poems their derivative flavour. 

The theme of creation among the Fathers was seen 

to be a typological event closely associated with the 

order of the world's ages which form the links of a 

teleological chain guiding us through the Bible from 

Genesis to the Apocalypse. The schema of Biblical E~xegesis 

involving the allegorical, tropological and anagogical 

meanings was demonstrated to be the main interpretative 

tool used by the Fathers in explaining scriptural mysteries. 

The existence of an ideal pattern or order in the universe 

was recognized as an important element of the panegyric 

hexaemeral tradition. As we followed the poets and Fathers 

4Although they are wholly outside the scope of 
investigation in this thesis, see the works of rabbinical 
Judaism titled Vita Adae et Evae and Apocalypsis Mosis for 
an elaboration of hexaemeral themes in the broader context 
of the life-span of Adam and Eve. 
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into the field of Biblical myth, we saw in their vision of 

the domus mundi an integral part of the hexaemeral theme. 

In so doing, we recognized the patristic authors not as 

the perpetuators of uniform doctrine but as gifted cos­

mographers and mythographers. 

A parallel exploration of three poetic texts invites 

our consideration of their differing perspectives. 

Genesis A, in presenting a comprehensive, chronological, 

clearly-defined "beginning", reveals the broadest scope 

and detail about creation, while imparting in the narrative 

a sense of its dynamic character. A further cosmogonic 

dimension frames the account of creation in the poet's 

remembrance of the angels' Fall. As I have suggested, 

Genesis A is like a cumulative hynm opened by the poet's 

exhortation to praise the Glory-King of hosts. Both the 

strictly philosophical and theological perspectives are 

seen to be inadequate in viewing this progressive hymn. 

The mythopoeic perspective, however, comprehends the 

myth of cosmic warfare together with the concept of the 

dryht which the poet exploits in the introduction and 

throughout Genesis A. In a comparison of heroic epithets 

in the exordium of this poem and Caedmon's Hymn, we saw the 

contrasting emphasis in each poem: the angelic creation 

receives primary emphasis in Genesis A l-25a, while the 

human creation is the focus of the Hymn. 
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A major emphasis of my examination of Gene~}s A 

has been the comparison of the poem's account of creation 

with the Vulgate's narration. The findings here emphasized 

the Old English poet's expansion and variation of his 

sources, as he focusses upon the hyhtlic heofon timber, 

the harmonious and divinely-ordered heavenly structure 

created after its model, the celestial mead-hall Jerusalem. 

To the Vulgate, however, we turned to establish the likely 

links of continuity in those areas where the Genesis MS 

is lacking. An additional area of investigation has been 

the exegetical significance of the four streams of Eden 

as the poet incorporates this symbolism into his conclusion 

of the creation story. I have suggested the relevance of 

the concept of the Pasch to the vernal metaphor found 

throughout Genesis A, Christ and Satan, and most markedly 

in The Phoenix. In the first instance, we hear God's 

benediction spoken upon the eoraan relgrene (the earth all 

green); in the second the poet counsels wayfaring man to 

seek the grene strrete (green path) leading to Paradise; 

in the third we view the grene wong (green field) and 

wealdas grene (green forests) of the Phoenix' abode. The 

continuance of the motif of greenness is impressive, 

especially as it can be seen operating in the expositions 

of Philo and the rabbinic commentators on Genesis. It is 

associated in an extensive range of hexaemeral writings 



with the horticultural abundance of the archetypal sacred 

enclave. 

The introductory unit of Christ and Satan I have 

described as a postlude on the creation theme. Revealing 

a narrower focus than the expansive scope of Genesis A, 

the poet contemplates creation in its ideal and finished 

aspect. The vision is retrospective, fitting indeed for 

the introduction to a poem which chronicles in a discon­

tinuous mythical mode the acts of Christ against Satan. 

A latent Christological emphasis appears in the phrase 
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godes agen bearn (God's only Son), while the dryht tradition 

unites with the gifts-of-men theme to structure the opening 

of this disjunctive and episodic poem. The study of the 

miniature hexaemeron in Christ and Satan 1-21 revealed its 

elements of encomium as an integral part of the hexaemeral 

pattern. 

In our exploration of the paradise theme in 

The Phoenix we have noted the special literary imprint of 

the Lactantian De Ave Phoenice upon the poem. In 

The Phoenix are evident correspondences between classical 

pagan and Christian mythology, in a synthetic mode 

characteristic of the Old English poet's method of 

composition. The Phoenix, to the greatest extent of our 

three poems, reveals evidence of the influence of a complex 

and rich literate tradition existing from biblical times. 



The ideal symbol of the Phoenix is intimately linked with 

the earthly paradise myth, for as early as the Midrash 

Rabba, we find the fabled information that the Phoenix 

alone of all the beasts and birds to whom Eve offered the 

forbidden fruit, refused to take and eat it. 5 A distinct 
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analogy is implied between the temptations of Christ in the 

desert and the Phoenix in the primeval Garden. In viewing 

the poetic treatment of the terrestrial paradise, I have 

noted the emphasis on the green plain's provisional or 

temporally-bound character. It reminds us that creation, 

even in its idealized aspect, is finite and with the rest 

of middle-earth, it too awaits the apocalypse. The 

eschatological hope is linked with the theme of creation 

in The Phoenix in a brilliant and comprehensive conception. 

In arguing that the green field and golden grove have an 

anagogical significance, I have suggested that this earthly 

Eden embodies, as well, the garden context for the con-

templative life.~ Throughout the complex and highly 

derivative description of the terrestrial paradise, I have 

perceived the emergence of the mediaeval per visibilia 

ad invisibilia theme. 

5 see Genesis Rabba, 19:5, quoted in J. M. Evans, 
Paradise Lost and the Genesis Tradition, p. 52. 
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A mental review of the hexaemeral tradition suggests 

yet one more evocative symbol, drawn from Bede's Historia 

Ecclesiastica. This is the pagan councillor's image of the 

flight of a sparrow through the Northumbrian ale-hall as 

an emblem of human life spent fleetingly in the hall of 

this world and beset with the uncertainties of hope and 

6 fear. Such a p~cture insistently recalls the contrasting 

image of the Phoenix in its nest, girded about with good 

works and confidently awaiting its westward flight to 

Syria. The lofty, light-filled plain and the yellow fruits 

of the paradisal grove contribute to a resplendent vision 

of creation which contrasts with the smoky twilight of the 

Northumbrian king's ale-hall, an image of creation sur-

rounded by winter storm and the darkness of the unknown. 

A third, climactic image suggests itself in this context. 

This, the focus of expectation among the Fathers and devout 

Christian poets both Latin and Old English, is the eternal 

city of Jerusalem, the celestial mead-hall to which the 

expectation of the hexaemeral writers turned. It is this 

hope, placed in the new creation of God, of which the Old 

English poems under study are the mature and learned 

expression. 

6Bede's Ecclesiastical History, ed. B. Colgrave and 
R. A. B. Mynors (Oxford, 1969), pp. 182-3, Chapter 13, 
Book 2. 
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